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           Roam on! The light we sought is shining still.


           Dost thou ask proof? Our tree yet crowns the hill,


           Our Scholar travels yet the loved hill-side




 





from ‘Thyrsis’
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INTRODUCTION





‘CHRISTINA ROSSETTI seems to us to be the most valuable poet that the Victorian age produced.’ So Ford Madox Ford, seventy or eighty years ago, when the shadows of the inflated great still stalked. Not only are Alfred Lord Tennyson and Robert Browning, Arnold and Swinburne and a range of other meditative and prophetic characters taken down a peg or two by Ford’s dictum; in the essay in The Critical Attitude from which it is taken he is asserting that Christina Rossetti, more than any of the others, indicated the direction in which the poetry of the twentieth century was to move. This diagnosis, which must have seemed lunatic to many readers in 1911, has been confirmed by much that has happened since then and is hardly questionable in the 1980s. The simplicity and directness of her language, the intimate fall of her rhythms, make her immediately accessible in a way that the more over-sized figures are not.


Some hindrances to a proper estimate of Christina’s work remain. Although in the best of her poems the social and religious background does not obtrude itself, it is something that anyone who reads her work in bulk must come to terms with, and that background is remote from our own. But to become acquainted with orientations different from our own, without being shocked by attitudes which are unfamiliar to us, is part of the benefit of reading the authors of times other than our own; it is also one of the reasons why literature is central to anything like a humane education, whatever other studies may be hawked as alternatives. With Christina–one cannot, even out of respect for a feminist passion for surnames, call her simply Rossetti, for she has to be distinguished from her more famous and cossetted brother, the poet and painter Dante Gabriel–there is a domestic background which restricted her freedom of movement in a manner then thought proper but now improper, and an absorption in a religious milieu which will seem strange to many besides those to whom Christianity itself has come to seem remote. Yet, as Ford says, Christina ‘dealt hardly at all in ideas: nearly every one of her poems was an instance, was an illustration of an emotion’. And human emotions persist through all the changes of circumstance and ideology.


It was Christina’s isolation–an isolation which persisted even in a circle which originally included Italian revolutionaries as well as such figures as Coventry Patmore, William Morris, Ruskin, Browning, Swinburne, Gosse and Hall Caine, to say nothing of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood when it was a rising force–which enabled her to stand aside from so much of the ordinary nonsense of the age and to concentrate so intensely on the events of her own inner life and to speak of them with such purity of diction. While her gifted but arty brother and his friends were intent on amazing the world, ‘up in the fireless top back bedroom on the corner of the cracked washstand’–this is Ford once again–‘on the backs of old letters Christina sat writing’. This life of abnegation is horrifying, in terms of our current pre-possessions. One may speculate as to what she might have done if, as was at one time in prospect, she had gone to Scutari with Florence Nightingale. But this did not happen, and wider experience does not always mean deeper experience, nor would the excursion necessarily have led to a more probing alternative to ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’. The life Christina did in fact live enabled her to write the poems she did in fact write. That is all that concerns us and, given the quality of the poems, it is enough.




 





The place of Christina’s birth was 38 Charlotte Street, Portland Place, London; the date, 1830. She was the youngest of four children, the relatively short annual production line starting in 1827 with Maria Francesca, who became a nun. Dante Gabriel came next and was followed by William Michael, whose career as a civil servant was for some time the mainstay of the family; he was a man of articles and reviews who edited among other things the posthumous collection of his sister’s poems. The father of the four children was Gabriele Rossetti, born in 1783 in what was then the kingdom of Naples, the son of a blacksmith and locksmith; he became in turn an official operatic librettist and the custodian of ancient bronzes in the Naples museum. Gabriele came to London in 1824 as a refugee; following the break-up of Napoleon’s Europe he had taken too much interest in politics for the Bourbon king of Naples. In April 1826 he married the daughter of Gaetano Polidori who had been secretary to the poet Alfieri and had come to England, after witnessing the fall of the Bastille, to teach Italian. His wife–Christina’s maternal grandmother–was of a family so English that her father, so it is said, found it hard to understand why she had married a foreigner. In London Gabriele Rossetti, like his father-in-law, taught Italian for a living; he even held the distinguished, but then unremunerative, post of Professor of Italian at King’s College, London. He published verse in his native language which was banned in Italy and won him some reputation there as a patriotic poet; also prose books in which he developed somewhat esoteric views about Dante and opposed, as William says, ‘the papal system and its pretensions’. The family to which Christina belonged was thus what might be characterized as intellectual and not particularly well off, though well enough for plain living; and she was three-quarters Italian. The children were baptised and brought up in the Church of England, and it was in the world of Victorian Anglo-Catholicism that Maria and Christina lived out their religious lives. None the less, Italian influences were prominent in their early years. Since no one who has written on the subject was better placed than William Michael to give an account of the family at that time it is worth quoting what he has to say at some length.


‘The children’, he writes in the introduction to Christina’s Collected Poems (1904), ‘were constantly with their parents; there was no separate nursery, and no rigid lines drawn between the big one and the little ones. Of English society there was extremely little–barely one or two families that we saw some thing of at moderate intervals; but of Italian society–in the sense of Italians who hunted up and haunted our father as an old acquaintance or as a celebrity–the stream was constant and copious. Singular personages these Italians (with occasionally some foreigner of a different nationality) were, in many instances; almost all of them eager after something–few or none eager to increase his income, to rise a grade in position, to set his children going in one of the approved grooves, to relax over the sporting columns of a newspaper. There were exiles, patriots, politicians, literary men, musicians, some of them of inferior standing; fleshy and good-natured Neapolitans, keen Tuscans, emphatic Romans. As we children were habituated from our earliest years to speaking Italian with our father, we were able to follow the speech of these ‘natives’; and a conspirator or semi-brigand might well present himself, and open out on his topics of predilection, without our being told to leave the room. All this–even apart from our own chiefly Italian blood–made us, no doubt, not a little different from British children in habit of thought and standard of association.’ On the other hand, the education of the girls was ‘entirely undertaken’ by their mother, who was half English and had been a governess in an English family.


There is an extraordinary document of Christina’s young womanhood or perhaps one should say rather adolescence, for the tone of it is certainly adolescent although she was probably about eighteen when she wrote it. This is Maude, A Story for Girls, which was published in a limited edition by William Michael nearly half a century after it was written. The story takes us into a world which would certainly be strange to any girl of eighteen at the present time or at any time during the present century. It is mawkish; it presents a virtually closed world of young ladies wrapped up in mutual friendship and in ordinary domestic exchanges. Christina’s Maude is undoubtedly a self-portrait, and a highly critical one–but critical with standards of scrupulosity and it must be said religiosity for which, in 1897, the editor brother felt the need to make some smiling apology. The ‘worst harm’ this girl appears to have done, he says, ‘is that, when she had written a good poem she felt it to be good’. It must be said that this is a conscientious caution of which more might with advantage be heard, in these days when verses less good than Maude’s are often admired rather freely by their authors. Some of her other crimes are strictly religious, even ecclesiastical. She is guilty of preferring not to take communion when she supposes herself to be unworthy of it and of going to a church other than her parish church because the music is better. If these concerns seem extravagant they are at the opposite pole from the fault of assuming the rightness of one’s actions whatever they may be–an infinitely commoner fault and one to which the irreligious are as much subject as anybody. Part of the pleasure in reading the story, for the present-day reader, will certainly be in what must seem the absurdity of the milieu and many of its preoccupations, but even at this age Christina is writing well. The style is lucid and agreeable and any present-day undergraduate who thinks he is entitled to scorn it should look to his own prose. The work is of course extremely immature and far from the point Christina reached in her later development. But with any poet the starting-point, social as well as literary, is worth finding out about, and as firsthand evidence of where Christina set out from Maude is worth the short time it takes to read.


There are one or two touches in the story which show us the young author with particular vividness. ‘It was the amazement of everyone what could make her poetry so broken-hearted’, but ‘“I sleep like a top,” Maude put in drily.’ Above all there is the scene in which Maude copies out a melancholy sonnet she has written, ‘having done which she yawned, leaned back in her chair, and wondered how she should fill up the time till dinner.’ The sonnet–an extraordinary one for a girl of this age–is the one beginning, ‘Yes, I too could face death and never shrink’. William Michael dates this poem 1850, and there is reason to think that it may be a little later than the original prose text. Christina was, in any case, quickly out of the world of girlish friendships delineated in Maude and into a love affair which marked her for life.


Dorothy Margaret Stuart who wrote the English Men of Letters volume on Christina (‘Men of Letters’ indeed!) seems reluctant to see James Collinson as a serious contender for her affections and supposes that her ‘youth and inexperience’ were such that her brothers’ recommendation of this ‘colourless, inoffensive person’ was enough to make her ‘imagine that she was in love when she was nothing of the kind’. Stuart’s reasons for supposing such a thing of a girl who certainly knew her own mind and went her own way–however quiet a one it may have been–are entirely unconvincing; one is left with a suspicion that they include the fact that Collinson ‘belonged to the superior tradespeople class’ and that the family was provincial. However that may be, Stuart relies partly on her own rather foolish notions of the sort of poems Christina would have written during the courtship if she had really been in love; she also finds it hard to credit her subject’s objection to Roman Catholicism. The outlines of the story are these: Christina was introduced to Collinson, a painter and one of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, by Dante Gabriel when she was not yet eighteen. Collinson had been brought up, like Christina, in the Church of England, but he had become a Roman Catholic. She declined his proposal; he became an Anglican again and she accepted him. Then he once more became a Roman Catholic and that finished him as far as Christina was concerned. ‘A right-meaning man, of timorous conscience’ is how William Michael describes Collinson; one could be more unkind. There is no doubt that for Christina, to refuse her lover was a terrible act of renunciation–a ‘staggering blow … from which she did not fully recover for years’, her brother says. The fact that Collinson was ‘an insignificant little man with a thick neck’, somewhat lachrymose and a thorough mediocrity, has nothing to do with the matter for when was Love not blind?


There was a further offer of marriage later–in 1866, after an acquaintance of some six years–from a man called Charles Bagot Cayley, a suitor much preferred by Stuart as ‘a gentleman and a scholar’ as against the ‘plebeian of very moderate intellectual attainments’. Here the objection was again a matter of conscience on Christina’s part; Cayley was uncertain as to what, if anything, he did believe. There is no doubt that he would not have interfered with the religious education of his children in the way that Collinson would certainly have done. The exact nature of Christina’s scruples cannot be known, indeed very little can be known about her specific reflections on these affairs, for she was extremely reticent. Certainly her general integrity and her honesty in the smallest matters were such that any sort of prevarication must have been matter for revulsion for her. But it has to be admitted that she was churchy as well as religious; her life was centred on ritual practices and obedience to the directions of the clergy to a degree which must have presented difficulties if she had been the centre of a family instead of merely a member of one, however helpful and careful of her duties in the latter connection. Moreover, although as a girl she was vivacious and looked like becoming an expansive and sociable woman, this did not happen, for whatever reason or combination of reasons, and she early developed a disposition to discount herself and her wishes to an extent which made renunciation an ordinary habit of mind. This certainly has a bearing on her behaviour with Collinson and Cayley. She had rather indifferent health from the age of fifteen, and indeed throughout her life a series of illnesses which left her in middle age with permanent cardiac troubles. All this must be taken account of by anyone who is inclined to attribute psychological morbidities to her. She was markedly polite in her manner and her conversation was simple and lively, even witty. But the best account of Christina–and in the end the only one that matters–is that to be elicited from her poems. Nothing could present her more vividly than the opening lines of ‘L.E.L.’


Downstairs I laugh, I sport and jest with all;


But in my solitary room above


I turn my face in silence to the wall;          


          My heart is breaking for a little love.


Whatever the importance of her affairs with Collinson and Cayley, it must not be forgotten that Christina, brought up in a lively and varied family, had strong domestic affections and the web of her interests extended into worlds very different from that of her ritualistic circles where, however, she also had close friends, and bereavements and other troubles certainly weighed upon her in her outwardly uneventful life. She was very fond of her Polidori grandparents, to whom she owed her early and virtually only acquaintance with non-urban surroundings; they died in 1853. She was devoted to her mother, who survived until 1886. Her life, if quiet by the standards of the nineteenth century and intolerably so by the standards of the twentieth, was full of inner concerns.


It is these concerns which fill Christina’s poetry. She began writing early and continued till shortly before her death in 1894. Her first verses, dictated when she was too young to write, are reputed to have been the lines, ‘Cecilia never went to school/Without her gladiator.’ Her first surviving written poem is eight lines for her mother’s birthday, unremarkable enough but showing great competence for a child of twelve. After that date there were often verses, in English or Italian, and in 1847 there was a privately printed collection from a press run by grandfather Polidori with the help of a Sicilian compositor. If the poems are not such as would have enabled anyone to foresee her later work, they are certainly such that, looking back with her mature work in mind, one could recognize them as Christina’s.


The first published volume came fifteen years later, in 1862. Goblin Market and other poems, the volume in question, contains some of her best work and the title poem was the first Pre-Raphaelite writing to catch public attention. Dante Gabriel’s first book (with ‘The Blessed Damozel’) was not published till 1870 and Swinburne’s Atalanta in Calydon only in 1865. So this unlikely young woman, who never spoke about her own poetry if she could help it, stole a march on those flamboyant professionals and became the spearhead of the new poetry of the final third of the century. ‘Up Hill’ and two other poems had appeared successively in Macmillan’s Magazine in 1861 and it was Macmillans who became and remained Christina’s publisher. The volume had a frontispiece in black-and-white by Dante Gabriel–a characteristic Rossetti drawing–and had some success, though apparently not only Mrs Gaskell but John Ruskin failed to appreciate the new phenomenon. The tone of ‘Up Hill’–world-weary as the poetry of the end of the century was to be, but stoical and religious–must have had at once novelty and familiarity for the reader of 1862 and the simplicity of the language was such as to attract any who were unprejudiced enough not to know what the language of poetry should be like. ‘Goblin Market’ stands alone among Christina’s own work as it does in the wider context of the century’s poetry. ‘It has’, as David Wright says, ‘a vitality and sensuousness allied to simplicity, clearness, and intellectual coherence, in notable contrast to the lushness of most of the poetry of the period.’ ‘Intellectual coherence’ is not a quality which will readily have been attributed to the poem but Christina, though not much of a reader of theological works, had so thoroughly absorbed the central doctrines of historical Christianity that she so to speak uses the system without a thought; the coherence of the system and her own personal integrity have as it were become one and the same thing. Of course the reader does not need to recognize the doctrine to enjoy the poem, and it is indeed the last thing that most readers will think of as they let themselves move into the strange images and rapid and eccentric rhythms of the tale. ‘Goblin Market’ has often passed as a poem for children. That it has done so is a tribute to its immediacy, which can take the breath of anyone with an ear and an eye for poetry, but the sexual undertones of the story of temptation and devotion are evident at once to an adult.


The next volume, published in 1866, also contained a long poem, ‘The Prince’s Progress’. The history of this poem is of interest. What became the last sixty lines of a poem of over five hundred were written on a single day in 1861, the rest four years later at the instance of Dante Gabriel. What had simply been a dirge with the authentic tone, as well as the verbal limpidity, of Christina’s lyric manner became a narrative not without grace in the telling but patently allegorical and with none of the spontaneity which sustains ‘Goblin Market’. The notion of planning and working out a poem was foreign to Christina and much more in Dante Gabriel’s manner than her own. We know that she resisted some of her brother’s suggestions–he would, for example, have had a tournament in it, in the best Victorian fashion. All the evidence we have about Christina’s own method of composition is that her work was occasional and spontaneous; it came, in Keats’s words, ‘as easily as the leaves of a tree’ and it is this which gives the best poems their naturalness and wholeness. The original dirge is properly her own sort of poetry as the narrative is not and it alone is included in this selection. Other poems from the 1866 volume include ‘Memory’, the first part of which clearly refers to Collinson and the second to Cayley; it contains some of Christina’s most poignant and characteristic verses:




        I shut the door to face the naked truth,


            I stood alone–I faced the truth alone.


        Stripped bare of self-regard or forms of ruth


               Till first and last are shown.




 





        I took the perfect balances and weighed;


            No shaking of my hand disturbed the poise;


        Weighed, found it wanting: not a word I said,


               But silent made my choice.




 





        None know the choice I made; I make it still.


            None know the choice I made and broke my heart,


        Breaking mine idol: I have braced my will


               Once, chosen for once my part.




 





        I broke it at a blow, I laid it cold,


            Crushed in my deep heart where it used to love.


        My heart dies inch by inch, the time grows old,


               Grows old in which I grieve.





That is the essential Christina, at once controlled and passionate, unshakeable when her mind was made up. These characteristics may be recognized and admired even by contemporary readers whose conceptions are very different and to whom her conduct may seem bizarre as it is unfashionable. The style is the woman and nothing could be more unaffected than her use of language, designed not to impress or to amuse but to say what she has to say as simply as she can say it. This is the central core of all good writing. Christina’s range may be small, but within that range she is complete master.


Sing-Song (1872) is a ‘nursery rhyme book’, not free from that touch of the factitious which all such productions have when compared with the residue of true nursery rhymes which have travelled down the generations, but at their best showing something of Christina’s ease and deftness.




        Who has seen the wind?


            Neither you nor I:


        But when the trees bow down their heads


            The wind is passing by.





The later work includes a large quantity–here only lightly represented–of specifically religious, one might say ecclesiastical work. Called to be Saints (1881)–containing only a few poems –is a compilation, largely biblical, designed to acquaint the reader with the occasions and meaning of the minor festivals of the Church; Time Flies (1885) is ‘a reading diary’ in which the poems are part of the texture of a course of devotional reading. Such volumes are certainly not for those who are approaching Christina’s work for the first time. They are nearer to the spirit of Jeremy Taylor than to that of most of the religious writing of her own day and certainly remote from that of our own. I confess to finding them largely unreadable, but Christina’s prose and verse in them are always direct and unassuming. It is not so much the width of her sympathies as the width of her experience that is in question; for one who had been among the artistic and free-thinking circles of her day she appears almost monastic. A trace of religiosity there may sometimes be, but there is nothing of the sentimental moralism which afflicted some Victorians; pretending is not in her line. Her religious reading was limited like that of many pious persons in earlier centuries; above all she knew her Bible inside out and her taste was formed above all by the superb and simple language of the Authorised Version. The gravity of her tone is free from all pretension.


The modern reader who is unfamiliar with these fields should by no means be put off. Those who approach Christina, from whatever point of view, simply as a poet–or even as what is now sometimes held, for reasons I am too old to understand, to be that special thing, a Woman Poet–will find her one of a searing directness which puts several famous ‘confessional’ writers of our own time to shame. There is no showing off here, but in all her sobriety she is the most naked of poets. 
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