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Nursery Days





AS SHE LATER recreated in her own nursery poem, Christina Rossetti’s earliest memory was of her father crowing like a cock to wake his children:






Kookoorookoo! Kookoorookoo!


   Crows the cock before the morn;


Kikirikee! Kikirikee!


   Roses in the east are born.







Kookoorookoo! Kookoorookoo!


   Early birds begin their singing;


Kikirikee! Kikirikee!


   The day, the day, the day is springing.








It came of course, from Italian, as she recaptured when translating her verse back into her father’s tongue:






Cuccurucu – cuccurucu –


   All ‘alba il gallo canta.


Chicchirichi – chicchirichi –


   Di rose il ciel s’ammanta.








Nursery memories also included childish versions of other animal noises made to amuse the youngsters – donkeys braying, pigs grunting, geese hissing. Born and reared in London, the Rossetti children heard real farmyard sounds only when staying with their grandparents in the country, where, at the age of one, Gabriel was scared by the mooing of a real-life cow.


Our first recorded glimpse of Christina is in the country, aged eighteen months, when her father pictured his skittish baby daughter, with rosy cheeks and sparkling eyes, taking tentative steps in the garden ‘like a little butterfly’ among the flowers and currant bushes. It was time Christina be weaned, he suggested, though there was no other baby on the way.


As the youngest, she was cradled at the breast while the older children played, with that sense of utter security later invoked in her children’s verses, Sing-Song: 






You are my one and I have not another;


   Sleep soft, my darling, my trouble and treasure;


Sleep warm and soft in the arms of your mother,


   Dreaming of pretty things, dreaming of pleasure.








Soon, she would learn her first words. When their mother reported the amusing sayings of the other children, their father promised picture books and a box of figs, to ‘reward their good behaviour and satisfy their small greed’. The picture books contained traditional rhymes like ‘Ding, dong, bell’ and ‘Ladybird, ladybird’, whose echoes fill Sing-Song, while a faint memory of the figs also reached its pages:






Currants on a bush,


   And figs upon a stem


And cherries on a bending bough


   And Ned to gather them.








At home, Christina’s brother William recalled, their plump, balding, good-humoured father would often take a child on his knee and clap their hands together, repeating ‘with his Italian intonation and clear-cut delivery’, the pat-a-cake, pat-a-cake rhyme, transformed in Sing-Song into lines whose accompanying gestures may easily be imagined:






Mix a pancake,


Stir a pancake,


   Pop it in the pan;


Fry the pancake,


Toss the pancake –


   Catch it if you can.








The Rossettis lived in central London, in a tall house behind the grander Portland Place, a short walk from the newly-opened Regents Park. No. 38 Charlotte Street had no garden, so the children played indoors, and in a family with four children born within five years, there was naturally much squabbling and crying. ‘Hop o’ my thumb and little Jack Horner, What do you mean by tearing and fighting?’ asks Sing-Song in hornbook mode. William was the least assertive of the four – in his own words, ‘a demure little boy, not quarrelsome and not teazing’. To his mother he was my own ‘Willie-wee’, and his childhood ambition was long-remembered:






Little Willie in his heart


   Is a sailor on the sea, 


And he often cons a chart


   With sister Margery.








Maria, nicknamed Maggy, was an energetic and bossy big sister, rising four at the time of Christina’s birth. She learnt to read and write early, a jealous edge to her warm disposition no doubt sharpened by having three siblings born in quick succession. She made the most of her superior knowledge and was always regarded as the cleverest child, who ‘might have topped us all’, as Gabriel recalled, and as she remained to Christina. In respect of sex, looks and behaviour however, Maria was outdone by Gabriel, Christina and William respectively, and in all other ways she was challenged and eclipsed by Gabriel – ‘a fiery spirit not lightly to be rebelled against’; in William’s words: ‘in anything wearing the garb of mischief he counted for all, and Maria for nothing’. A charming as well as favoured eldest son, he dominated the nursery, encountering no opposition, and little resentment. He was also precociously gifted: one day in 1834 the milkman expressed astonishment at such a ‘baby making a picture!’, as he sat scribbling in the hallway. Mamma carefully kept the drawing, of a toy rocking horse, as she did all their youthful productions, in what Christina later called her proud ‘maternal store’.


Christina and William, with just over a year between them, were small allies against their teasing and often imperious elders. But Christina was also aligned with Maria by gender and, perhaps more enticingly, with Gabriel by a shared spiritedness. Where William was placid, pretty little Christina was volatile and fractious: ‘hardly less passionate than Gabriel and more given to mere tantrums’, with a formidable will. Their father called her an ‘angelic little demon’, and in 1836 wrote of her and Gabriel with their mother in the country as two little rascals brawling and bawling, while at home Maria and William were good as gold. Gallantly he offered to exchange the ‘two storms for two calms’.


But vehemence in Gabriel was considered ‘snappishness’ in Christina. From infancy she had a reputation for wilfulness and temper, lamented by her father despite a certain admiration for her spirit. Before she was two years old, he compared her lack of docility to the recalcitrant House of Lords, unwilling to pass the 1832 Reform Bill. ‘They will make all the outcry and resistance that Cristina is wont to make when you force her teeth, medicine glass in hand’ he wrote, ‘but what is the end of the performance? Cristina gulps the medicine.’ She remembered this in Sing-Song, with Papa’s voice echoing in the Italian version: 












	 

	 

	   Baby cry –

	Ohibò piccina






	 

	 

	   Oh, fie! –

	Tutto atterita!






	 

	 

	At the physic in the cup:

	La medicina






	 

	 

	   Gulp it twice

	Bever si de’






	 

	 

	   And gulp it thrice

	Uno, due, tre,






	 

	 

	   Baby gulp it up.

	Ed è finita.















Toys included the little rocking horse, a spinning top, ninepins and a teetotum like a large dice with letters. The girl had dolls, and a treasured dolls’ tea-set, but from an early age the children were most happily occupied with colouring books and ‘penny plain’ theatrical prints. Partly with an educational purpose there were card games like beggar-my-neighbour, which William’s memory linked to arithmetic, for in Mamma’s hands, games and pictures were usually more than play, and Sing-Song contains several ‘learning rhymes’ to teach children about time, or the months of the year, or the coins of the realm:






What will you give me for my pound?


Full twenty shillings round.


What will you give me for my shilling?


Twelve pence to give I’m willing.


What will you give me for my penny?


Four farthings, just so many.








Numbers came in rhyme, too, as did colours, starting with a pink rose and ending with ‘just an orange!’ that is like nothing else. All around Christina, in her baby years, there was such instructional rhyming.


Letters soon followed, in alphabet verses like her own, running from Antelope and Bear to Zebra and Zebu. Y was a yellow yacht or, according to Papa, noting that the letter was unknown in Italian, the shape made by the cat as she stretched her paws on the fender before the fire.


There were various pets: always a tabby cat, usually a cage-bird and also for a while a pet squirrel with a wheel. The children were fond of all furry animals, but the exotic inhabitants of the Zoological Gardens were a major delight. Newly-established in Regents Park, this was the best destination for a walk, where sloths, armadilloes and screaming parrots were their favourites. Here, one of the alphabet animals was a species then called by its African name, the Sing-Sing Antelope, which Papa took a childlike pleasure in addressing with the words: ‘Sing, sing, antelope; antelope, sing, sing!’ To his great satisfaction, no song was ever heard. Once at the Zoo, Christina was bitten by a peccary, a sort of wild pig with strong teeth and tusks. He does not feature in her alphabet.


There were other injuries and sorrows too, and it has been remarked that Sing-Song contains some ‘inappropriate’ verses about sadness and death, which makes the book unsuitable for the modern nursery. But grief is part of childhood, and painful whether the cause be trivial or deep. There is mourning in Sing-Song for a broken doll as well as for a baby who blossomed and died like a flower; the author of such lines knew that early intimations of loss are as significant to a child as to an adult. She knew, too, that some sorrows have no cause:






Under the ivy bush


   One sits sighing,


And under the willow tree


   One sits crying: –







Under the ivy bush


   Cease from your sighing,


But under the willow tree


   Lie down a-dying.








The family was bi-lingual: Mamma spoke English, Papa always Italian. He could speak English fairly enough when he chose, said William, ‘but he never did choose en famille’ and to him as to his children it was a language to be learnt and laughed at, full of inconsistencies and paradoxes like the oddly-named antelope. His linguistic delight was a lasting inheritance: throughout her life Christina loved riddles and puns. Peter Puzzlepate’s New Riddle Book, typical of those the Rossetti children read, had numerous rhymes whose echoes are heard in Sing-Song:






The peacock has a score of eyes


   With which he cannot see;


The cod-fish has a silent sound,


   However that might be.







No dandelions tell the time


   Although they turn to clocks;


Cat’s cradle does not hold the cat


   Nor foxglove fit the fox.








Peter Puzzlepate contains this conundrum:




A well-known word in the English language the first two letters of which signify a male, the three first a female, the four first a great man, and the whole a great woman. Answer: HEROINE.





and when she was over fifty Christina offered her young nephew one she herself had invented ‘in byegone days’:




My first is a donkey. My second is a donkey. My third is a donkey. My fourth may be composed of donkeys. My whole is an act of which a donkey may be ashamed. Answer: ASS-ASS-I-NATION.





This playful pleasure in words provided an apt grounding in language for a prospective poet. Christina’s very first verses, composed before she had learnt to write –






Cecilia never went to school


Without her gladiator.








– were informed by pure liking for the sounds, and perhaps also by the fact that the rest of the family were always using long words she did not know.


Whimsicality is close to imagination. If a mouse could fly what would he do? wonders Sing-Song; if a crow could swim he might turn grey. What about the things you can’t see?






Who has seen the wind?


   Neither you nor I:


But when the trees bow down their heads,


   The wind is passing by.








Both silly rhyming and philosophical inquiry were heard in the Charlotte Street parlour-cum-playroom. Papa was fond of aphorisms. ‘Cosa fatta capo ha’ (‘no end without a beginning’) was one Italian saying his daughter remembered to the end of her life, together with the Voltairean: ‘Nemico del bene è il meglio’ – ‘the best is the enemy of the good’. And even when the sense was lost on the children, there was always the sound of Italian phrases, rising and falling around them.


Christina herself, when pressed on the origins of her poetic training, offered an alternative explanation. ‘If any one thing schooled me in the direction supposed,’ she wrote, ‘it was perhaps the delightful idle liberty to prowl all alone about my grandfather’s cottage grounds some thirty miles from London, entailing in my childhood a long stage coach journey!’ This was the cottage with the currant bushes, where Mamma took the children to visit her parents, and for recuperative country air, on a six-hour journey westwards beyond Uxbridge. At High Wycombe in Buckinghamshire they changed to the local coach, and halfway to Amersham lay the crossroads and pond of Holmer Green, a hamlet of scattered dwellings on the edge of the Chiltern woodlands, amid lanes and fields, orchards and copses. It was an area of historic Protestantism, not far from John Hampden’s village and Milton’s cottage at Chalfont St Giles, with William Penn’s ancestral home a mile or two away on the other side of the great Penn Wood.


All that remains of Grandpapa’s house is the garden cottage of rust-red brick and white sash windows, with its tiled well; the main house and large garden have been lost to modern building. Here, holly, blackthorn and cherry trees sheltered the wrens and robins of Sing-Song. ‘The grounds were quite small and on the simplest scale,’ Christina insisted later, with the realism of adulthood; ‘but in those days to me they were vast, varied, worth exploring’, offering ‘inexhaustible delight’. There was an orchard, a garden pond, a pig-sty and a large spaniel named Delta. Was there also a peach tree against the southern wall, like the one in Sing-Song?






A peach for brothers, one for each,


   A peach for you and a peach for me;


But the biggest, rosiest, downiest peach


   For Grandmamma with her tea.








Beyond the garden lay fields and lanes:






A frisky lamb


And a frisky child


Playing their pranks


   In a cowslip meadow:


The sky all blue


And the air all mild


And the fields all sun


   And the lanes half shadow.








She remembered watching the cows come home for milking, and the boy who kept sheep out of the clover, and longer excursions across fields and stiles. ‘I have an impression (for I will not relate my adventure more positively),’ she recalled in adulthood, ‘that in my youth, being at that time too young to appreciate such a rarity, in one of my country walks I found what I can only call a four-leaved trefoil. Now I would give something to recover that wonder: then, when I might have had it for the carrying, I left it.’


Later she used Holmer Green as the setting for a children’s story whose heroine is ‘a little girl who thought herself by no means such a little girl, and at any rate as wise as her elder brother, sister and nurse’. A picnic tea in the woods is planned, but bored with waiting little Edith sets out alone, intending to start the fire, and is found weeping by the nursemaid:




‘Oh my dear child, run indoors as fast as you can: for your mother, father, brother and sister are hunting up and down all over the house looking for you; and cook is half out of her wits because she cannot find the kettle.’





Was there a comparable incident in real life, when little Christina wandered off into Penn Wood?


Adjoining the house Grandpapa had a workshop, from where he shot wood pigeons. The boys enjoyed catching frogs, and on the dusty roadway by the tree-fringed village pond where the coaches passed she saw many a mangled frog, flattened by a waggon-wheel like a cartoon character, whom she later celebrated in facetious rhyme. In the garden, she was once frightened by a frog who jumped unexpectedly, and once she frightened a frog by poking it with her warm finger so that it covered its head with its hands, as if in fear.


She liked all creepy-crawlies – spiders, earwigs, slugs. A woman who was herself a child when Christina visited her family in Surrey wrote wonderingly of,




the way in which she would take up and hold in the hollow of her hand cold little frogs and clammy toads, or furry many-legged caterpillars, with a fearless love that we country children could never emulate.





But it was with a small creature at Holmer Green that Christina had her ‘first vivid experience of death’, when she found a dead mouse in the orchard, who moved her sympathy:




I took him up, buried him comfortably in a mossy bed, and bore the spot in mind.


It may have been a day or two afterwards that I returned, removed the moss coverlet and looked … a black insect emerged. I fled in horror, and for long years ensuing I never mentioned this ghastly adventure to anyone …





It was an intimation of corruption that she was able to disinter only years later, for the purpose of religious contemplation. At the time it was a secret horror, concealed in silence.


*


Holmer Green was the site of another memorable lesson:




To this hour I remember a certain wild strawberry growing on a hedgerow bank, watched day by day while it ripened by a little girl and by my yet younger self.


My elder instructed me not to pluck it prematurely, and I complied.


I do not know which of us was to have had it at last, or whether we were to have halved it. As it was, we watched, and as it turned out, we watched in vain: for a snail, or some such marauder, must have forestalled us at a happy moment. One fatal day we found it half-eaten and good for nothing.


Thus, then, we had watched in vain: or was it altogether in vain? On a very lowly level we had obeyed a counsel of prudence, and had practised self-restraint….





For there was another side to the sunny childhood celebrated in Sing-Song, represented here by Maria, the always-instructive elder sister, imparting the approved counsels of prudence, obedience and self-restraint.


According to the moral and social values of the time, childish desire had to be curbed, with a strong sense of duty instilled in its place, inculcated with the assistance of exemplary lyrics such as those of Isaac Watts that Lewis Carroll was later to parody:






How doth the little busy bee


   Improve each shining hour,


And gather honey all the day


   From every opening flower!







In works of labour, or of skill,


   I would be busy too;


For Satan finds some mischief still


   For idle hands to do.








First published in 1715, Watts’s collection enjoyed renewed popularity a century later, in keeping with the Evangelical tenor of the age. Infant idleness or misdemeanour were threatened with death and damnation. In 1827 The Thief was illustrated with a woodcut of a public hanging, and frequent reminders of judgement pulled no punches:






’Tis dangerous to provoke a God!


   His pow’r and vengeance none can tell!


One stroke of his Almighty rod


   Shall send young sinners quick to hell.








There were no rods at Charlotte Street, however, where discipline was upheld by moral reproach:






Seldom ‘can’t’,


   Seldom ‘don’t’:


Never ‘shan’t’,


   Never ‘won’t’.








Occasionally, a slap was administered by their mother, and still seldomer the threat of ‘a nominal whipping’, which was sufficient to provoke screams of terror. But moral reproach can be powerful: obedience, penitence and perseverance remained the keynotes of Christina’s childhood training. Watts’s Good Resolution was hers in sentiment, if not in scansion:






I’ll not willingly offend,


   Nor be easily offended;


What’s amiss I’ll strive to mend


   And endure what can’t be mended.








This was a lesson learnt at some cost by a passionate, wilful child given to tears and tantrums. ‘To have a temper of her own was perhaps her right,’ wrote William, ‘to be amiable and affectionate along with it was certainly her endowment.’ Christina herself felt that she spent many years subduing her spirit:






Not to be first: how hard to learn


   That lifelong lesson of the past;


Line graven on line and stroke on stroke,


   But, thank God, learned at last.








Other moral teaching came from the nursery poems of Ann and Jane Taylor, which laid particular stress on the love owed to one’s mother and on the duty of compassion – a lesson Christina faithfully repeated in Sing-Song:






There’s snow on the fields


   And cold in the cottage,


While I sit in the chimney nook


   Supping hot pottage.







My clothes are soft and warm,


   Fold upon fold,


But I’m so sorry for the poor


   Out in the cold.








Another book she may have known was Pretty Lessons in Verse for Good Children, written by Sara Coleridge, daughter of the poet, whose teaching was similar to Frances Rossetti’s moral training against wilfulness, vanity, impatience. There was naturally nothing stolid about their mother, wrote William; her feelings were warm and her ‘temper might have been less unruffled than it was, but for a lifelong practice of moderating self-control’. Self-control was, quintessentially, a feminine lesson: far more than their brothers, girls were taught to suppress desire and ambition, told that wishing and wanting were greedy and selfish, and schooled to internalise the values of denial and docility. Moral instruction was founded on aphorisms such as: Since we cannot have what we like, let us learn to like what we have. In a family magazine she encouraged to combat boredom and bickering, Mamma offered her own slightly softer version: ‘If we cannot do all that we would like, let us do all that we can.’


With Christina’s passionate nature, childish desire was difficult to conquer – perhaps especially so since Gabriel was seldom thwarted in his wishes. The wild strawberry incident was an emblem of the monitory check to her natural impulse, forbidding her to pick, insisting on patience. But postponement can also mean disappointment, and the deferred and finally lost fruit was an early intimation of what came to feel like a lifetime’s experience of keen disappointment. ‘Hope deferred’ is a phrase Christina was to use repeatedly, like an insignia; it comes from chapter thirteen of the Book of Proverbs, where the ‘soul of the sluggard’ is damned and that of the diligent rewarded:




Hope deferred maketh the heart sick; but when the desire cometh, it is a tree of life.





Christina felt ‘quite at home in the first clause’ she noted later, acknowledging the bitterness that came from often experiencing the heartsickness of disappointment and seldom the pleasure of gratified desire, whether secular or spiritual.


Mamma, in catechetical mode, explained that the ‘tree of life’ in the second clause referred to the Cross, which satisfied ‘the world’s heart-sick hope’. But while this ‘explanation’, promising compensation for present sorrows in the fulfilled desires of heaven, was a commonplace of religious instruction, it was also a lesson in suppressing personal grief in what would now be considered the vain hope of drawing its sting.


So the loving, lively security of infancy, where cuddles and hugs abounded and Christina was teased for her tantrums, was moderated by moral seriousness and a wholly middle-class sense of deferment. It was, too, explicitly religious in tone, for the elements of the Christian faith were deemed essential teaching from the earliest years. Among Mamma’s favoured picture books was a volume of sacred prints, and she reported that at three and two years of age Maria and Gabriel knew most of the holy stories by heart. Moreover, she added with affectionate pride, she had told Maria that if she were good God would take her to heaven. Anxiously, Maria asked ‘but will you be there?’ and ‘how shall I get up to the sky, will God come down to fetch me?’


Both heaven and an all-seeing God who would reward and punish like a supernatural parent were major features of contemporary religion. For her sixth birthday Christina received a bible inscribed by her father – a sign she had attained years of discretion. A year later the family acquired the version illustrated by Martin and Westall, with its vivid engravings. And among her first serious achievements, Christina learnt by heart the Lord’s Prayer closely followed by the Catechism and the Creed with their questions and answers: ‘Dost thou not think thou art bound to believe?’ ‘Yes, verily: and by God’s help so I will … And I pray unto God to give me His grace, that I may continue in the same unto my life’s end.’




Notes


Most references are cited in abbreviated form: for full details see Bibliography. See also list of Abbreviations for identities of persons cited by initials. A complete edition of CGR’s letters is currently being published by the University Press of Virginia (see Bibliography); page numbers were not available as this book went to press, but dates and recipients are given here. A new and complete edition of DGR’s letters is currently being prepared by W. E. Fredeman; until this is available scholars must rely on the 1965 collection edited by Oswald Doughty and J. R. Wahl, listed in the Bibliography along with WMR’s letters, published by Perm State University Press, and other sources.


1 earliest memory: in Sing-Song, as with most of the nursery rhymes and images cited in this chapter.


2 little butterfly: GR to FLR 21 May 1832, Waller 53


3 small greed: GR to FLR 15 May 1832, Autobiography 120


4 Italian intonation: SRs i, 16


5 demure little boy: PWs xlvii


6 topped us all: Sharp 1912, 73


7 fiery spirit: SRs i, 19.


8 rocking horse: see Surtees 1971, no.1


9 maternal store: CGR to DGR 8 Feb 1882


10 angelic little demon: SRs i, 20, and GR to FLR Jan/Feb 1836, Vincent 31 and Waller 122, 128. CGR and DGR spent the first three months of 1836 at Holmer Green with FLR, who had been ill.


11 all the outcry: Vincent 30


12 colouring books: FLM i, 15


13 paws on fender: FLM i, 15


14 antelope: FLM i, 38


15 speak English: SRs i, 9


16 My first: CGR to WMR 14 Jan 1886


17 Cecilia: PWs xlix


18 cosa fatta: TF 22


19 if any one thing: CGR to EG 26 Mar 1884


20 grounds quite small: ibid; also TF 45


21 four-leaved trefoil: TF 63


22 children’s story: Speaking Likenesses.


23 frogs: TF 128–30


24 the way in which: Frend 1896, 823


25 experience of death: TF 45


26 to this hour: TF 136–7


27 nominal whipping: SRs i, 20


28 to have a temper: ibid


29 moderating self-control: FLM i, 22


30 if we cannot do: Battiscombe 23. See Waller 46 for the original French proverb: ‘Quand on n’a pas ce que l’on aime, Il faut aimer ce que l’on a’.


31 quite at home / tree of life: TF 80


32 She had told Maria: FLR to HP Sept 1830, UBC
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Family Life





GRADUALLY AS CHRISTINA grew out of babyhood, she learnt more about the world and her own family history. From the start she had the sense of belonging to a family with special qualities, with high social and intellectual attainments. She was ‘certainly born with a marked antipathy to anything which savoured of vulgarity,’ wrote William, ‘and with an instinctive disposition to “hold her head high”’, though without any taint of snobbery. She herself described her parents as ‘clever and cultivated’, and the family as close as well as high-minded, for ‘neither nursery or schoolroom secluded their children from them; indeed our household was too small for any such separate system’. Naturally it centred on Mamma, whose own family filled the next circle of affection, with grandparents and especially aunts.


Born in 1800, Frances Mary Lavinia (Fanny to her family and cara Francesca to her husband) was the fourth of the seven surviving children of Anna Maria and Gaetano Polidori. So though English-born, she too was bi-lingual and half-Italian.


Grandpapa Polidori, of Tuscan origin, had been secretary to the poet and diplomat Count Alfieri and had witnessed the storming of the Bastille. He then settled in Britain as teacher and translator; among his works were an Italian-French-English dictionary and an edition of Milton. He was physically robust and ‘of the most sturdy and independent character’, with very blunt opinions. In the early years of his grandchildren’s lives he retained rooms in London, but in 1835 he retired to Holmer Green, where his English wife, born Anna Maria Pierce, was already living, and where his large library led to the house being nicknamed ‘Holmer College’. With her brothers and sisters, however, Frances had been born and raised in the parish of St James’ Piccadilly.


Her eldest brother John studied medicine and was briefly famous as Byron’s physician – he was present at the Villa Diodati on Lake Geneva when Byron composed The Prisoner of Chillon and Mary Shelley began Frankenstein, and himself wrote a Gothick tale called The Vampyre. In 1820 however, Dr Polidori killed himself with poison, owing to gambling debts. It was a ‘death most painful’ to his family, and the grandchildren were warned that Grandpapa could not bear to hear uncle John’s name mentioned. Frances however nurtured warm memories of her favourite brother, whose suitably Byronic portrait hung in her marital home, though the stigma of suicide was a social liability in an age when insanity was believed to be hereditary.


John’s brothers were hardly less of a disappointment to their father, for Philip was slow-witted and remained at home, while Henry (who later Anglicised his name to Polydore) pursued an unsuccessful legal career, spent largely as a conveyancing clerk. So, though the Rossetti children always showed respect to their uncles, they learnt early that the world did not. The aunts were another matter, for all four Polidori daughters – Frances, Margaret, Charlotte and Eliza Harriet – were educated to be governesses (their father’s savings were earmarked to establish his sons in the professions) and endowed with a resourceful self-sufficiency. Frances took her first job at the age of sixteen, in Leatherhead, while Margaret spent thirteen years with a family in Gloucestershire, and Charlotte secured posts with the nobility travelling in Europe with her employers. To Eliza, the youngest, fell the duty of staying home to manage the household and nurse her mother, but she too was markedly independent in spirit.


Grandmamma, suffering from a nameless ‘internal complaint’, seldom left her bed; the grandchildren recalled being taken up to see her, as into a presence chamber. She was dignified and austere, an old-fashioned High Tory and earnest Anglican, in which faith her daughters were raised. The sons followed their father’s religion, which he did not practise, and Henry became a mindful, meticulous Catholic. Grandmamma’s family was genteel, with a great-uncle in the Indian Army and an unmarried great-aunt, known to the Rossetti children as ‘Granny Pierce’, who lived in comfort in London; said to be the Earl of Yarborough’s secret wife, she had presumably been his mistress. Beyond these relatives lay a further realm, of Mamma’s English cousins, whom the children knew mainly by repute. They included Mrs Bray, a clergyman’s wife in Devon, who had some success as an author.


As a young governess Frances Polidori taught French and Italian in addition to religion and the three Rs. She lacked music (her father disapproved of singing as well as dancing) and according to her son had no talent for domestic arts such as dressmaking, though like all women she was competent in plain sewing. The ambiguous social position of a governess was not always awkward: many middle-class girls without money became governesses in order to earn their keep and to mix with superior company, where they might attract an eligible spouse; if not, teaching provided a respectable and secure career. Frances’s marriage prospects arose in 1825, when she caught the attention of her employer’s brother, Colonel Macgregor, who would have proposed – according to Frances – had she not, at the end of the year, accepted an offer from Gabriele Rossetti.


This was a far more romantic match. Seventeen years her senior, Gabriele was a poet and political exile, who had fled from the kingdom of Naples with a price on his head. In tune with her fraternal association with Lord Byron (who had died the year before in the cause of Greek liberty) Frances’s idealism chimed with that which had driven Signor Rossetti into exile. She had an Italian heritage, admired eminence of mind, and looked more favourably on a talented albeit penniless poet than a military man, however advantageous the latter might seem in the eyes of the world. ‘I always had a passion for intellect,’ she confessed later, ‘and my wish was that my husband should be distinguished for intellect, and my children too.’


She was nearly twenty-six and Gabriele forty-three when they married in April 1826. Their first child, Maria Francesca, was born on 17 February 1827, and the others followed at fifteen month intervals: Gabriel Charles Dante on 12 May 1828; William Michael on 25 September 1829; and Christina Georgina on 5 December 1830.


Years afterwards, Christina read a letter from her father announcing her arrival to the aunts:




You now have another niece, born at the due time, last Sunday night, at ten minutes past three. Her mother suffered little, and now lies nursing her dear pledge who, to judge by her appetite, could not be doing better. She is considered to be the very picture of Maria, but more beautiful. She is fairer, and looks with that round face of hers, like a little moon risen at the full. All the rest of the family is well.





‘How could my dear Father give such a report?’ wrote Christina indignantly in the margin. ‘Dearest Mamma had a fearful time with me.’ Yet perhaps Gabriele was not intentionally misleading: both mother and child had escaped the very real dangers that frequently attended childbirth. It may be significant, however, that Christina believed her birth to have been a painful one: in later life she always showed a protective tenderness towards her mother.


All four children were baptised into the Church of England, in the parish of their birth, All Souls, Langham Place. The godmothers of baby Christina Georgina (for whom she was named) were Lady Dudley Stuart, formerly Princess Christina Bonaparte, niece of the great Napoleon, whose acquaintance Gabriele had recently made, and Georgina Macgregor, Frances’s former pupil. What benefits were intended to flow from such sponsors is unknown; neither seems to have featured in their goddaughter’s later life, though one is thought to have given as christening gift a coral necklace she always treasured.


‘Four children only Heaven conceded me in the four opening matrimonial years,’ recorded Gabriele, and one can only speculate as to why there were no more. Perhaps, with four infants under five and an income that allowed for only a single servant, Frances decided that prudence commended a halt to child-bearing. (As it was, the doctor and his wife at Holmer Green offered to adopt William, evidently regarding the Rossettis as overburdened.) Perhaps she was advised that further births would affect her health; this was a contemporary medical concern. Whether the end of child-bearing was effected by any form of contraception or by simple abstinence cannot now be known, but it is possible that this marked the end of sexual relations. Gabriele’s regret at having no more children suggests it was not his choice.


But his love for Frances showed no diminution. ‘I needn’t ask you to look after the children,’ he wrote to Holmer Green in 1832, ‘I know you too well:




I doubt whether there lives a better mother than you; and a wife more amiable and affectionate has yet to be born. And so your husband idolizes you and his sincerest love increases with years, and he considers himself fortunate in possessing so rare a woman.





He was effusively uxorious. ‘I love above all your lovely soul, and ten years of possession and scrutiny have only shown me its worth more clearly,’ he wrote in 1836. ‘The morning you left, I felt as if my heart was torn from my bosom.’ Such flowery expressions were less typically English than Italian, the language they were written in, and they also contain more than a hint (in the word ‘possession’) of traditional masculine values. Frances did not dispute these and, for all her own reserve, took pleasure in her demonstrative husband; late in life she nostalgically regretted the loss of his conjugal greeting: ‘Cara Francesca moglie mia’. Gabriele was appreciative, too, of his wife’s genius in subduing chaos. ‘At the touch of her industrious hand, order ever flourishes around me,’ he wrote.


Frances was not especially good with babies – thirty years later a young couple, seeking her advice for their sick infant, were surprised that a mother of four could only refer them to a doctor – but undertook the whole of her children’s earliest education. Under her guidance they learned to read, write and cipher, to know the Bible and begin French through the familiar medium of L’ami des enfants. Her sisters assisted: when William was slow in reading, aunt Margaret intervened, with swift success. Having now given up governessing, Margaret was always the most present of all the aunts.


Above all, Frances set an example of correct conduct. She was, in William’s words, ‘the most womanly of women’, full of commonsense and modesty, with no ambitions beyond home, church and family. ‘Day and night she attended to the household – doing needlework, teaching her girls, keeping things in order, etc.’ In that ‘etc’ her self-effacement is expressed: evidently William could remember little more than his mother’s constant presence in the house. ‘No butcher nor baker nor candlestick maker ever had a claim upon us for a sixpence unpaid,’ he added in a remark infused with nursery memories to illustrate her prudent housekeeping. Her only recreation was reading; she never went out in the evening, took no interest in fashion but a little in politics, inclining to Liberal views, and was ‘unpretentiously religious’. In the children’s earliest years she took them to Holy Trinity Church, Marylebone Road, until bullied by the rector ‘on some flimsy pretext of pew rent’ (which reserved the best seats in church for the well-to-do); she then removed her family to St Katherine’s Chapel, Regents Park, an independent foundation established by Queen Matilda in the twelfth century and exempt from episcopal control. Her husband, like her father a nominal Catholic, did not attend.


Anything savouring of self-regard was to be avoided as inimical to the virtue of a Christian gentlewoman. Yet her admitted desire for intellectual excellence in husband and children indicates that Frances’s own desires were exchanged for ambition on their behalf. Disappointed in many things – and Christina on her own deathbed told William that she did not think their mother’s life could be called happy – she took great satisfaction in her children’s achievements, and was always proud to see their names in print. Such sublimated hopes are sometimes hard to live up to; all four children felt a deep need to repay their mother’s affection, as if in compensation for her own undeveloped talents.


*


In Sing-Song Christina depicted maternal care as a fat white hen sheltering her chicks. She also celebrated the full domestic group:






Mother shake the cherry-tree,


   Susan catch a cherry;


Oh, how funny that will be,


   Let’s be merry!







One for brother, one for sister,


   Two for mother more,


Six for father, hot and tired,


   Knocking at the door.








and Christina’s sight of her father must often have been of his homecoming thus at the end of the day. ‘In all my earlier years,’ wrote William, ‘I used frequently to see my father come home in the dusk rather fagged with his round of teaching.’ After dinner, in late afternoon, he would lie flat on the hearthrug and sleep for an hour or two, snoring vigorously – as, one supposes, a sort of delayed siesta. Beside him, the cat warmed her furry front, making a Y with her paws. There was always a blazing fire in the parlour: Papa never adapted to British temperatures.


Born in Vasto in the Abruzzi region in the kingdom of Naples, Gabriele had prospered through adaptability. His first patron, the local marchese, took him to Naples for education and a career in court service. After Ferdinand I was deposed by the Bonapartes, Rossetti lived by his wits, writing for the operatic theatre, working in the museum of antiquities, and establishing himself as poet-orator, composing extempore on public occasions. It is thought he had a wife or at least a woman in Naples, and also a child who died young, but this was not acknowledged in England. On the restoration of Ferdinand in 1815, he applied without success to become Professor of Eloquence, a failure which fuelled a certain resentment allied to ardent but essentially simple political sympathies. These led him into the ranks of the Carbonari, a quasi-revolutionary group which in 1820 took up arms demanding the return of constitutional government, in which uprising Rossetti became the voice of the people, renowned for patriotic odes on freedom and justice. With support from the Papacy, Ferdinand used Austrian troops to defeat the constitutionalists and in March 1821 Gabriele went into hiding. Carbonarism was made a capital offence and, being closely linked to freemasonry, was excommunicated. Rescued by the British admiral Sir Graham Moore, whose wife admired his odes, Rossetti was smuggled aboard ship dressed in naval uniform; years later his children were regularly regaled with the tale of how King Ferdinand gnashed his teeth in rage, swearing to capture and execute Papa. He found sanctuary in Malta, under the patronage of retired diplomat John Hookham Frere, and in 1824 was conveyed for greater safety to Britain, at a time when Italian nationalist exiles were scattered in clusters throughout Europe. Here, in his forties, he had perforce to adopt a new career, there being no equivalent of the improvisatore in Britain, even had he been fluent in English. In any case he soon learnt that in London public performing did not add to social status: ‘in the long run a man who does it for pay loses dignity,’ he gravely informed Lady Moore.


He tried at first to find creative work, composing libretti for Italian opera, but teaching quickly became his main resource. Whereas in Naples his pupils had been aspiring improvisatori, in London they were well-to-do ladies and gentlemen, acquiring Italian as an accomplishment.  Soon Gabriele identified scholarship as the better path of advancement, explaining at the time of his marriage – a somewhat imprudent step for a penniless immigrant, but by no means a foolish one – that a more regular system of life was necessary ‘in order to give proper attention to my studies’.


He embarked on the study of Dante, partly in honour of Polidori’s Tuscan inheritance and partly because Dante was a special interest of his chief patron Charles Lyell, father of the celebrated geologist, who provided financial support for his first work, a commentary on the Inferno, published by subscription in 1825/6 – both Gaetano and Frances were listed as subscribers – as part of a projected study of the whole Divina Commedia. This, Gabriele believed, would bring fame and fortune – or at least a respectable reputation, for the works of Dante were relatively unknown in Britain. By 1828 he was so far immersed in the subject that his first-born son received Dante as his third baptismal name.


Shortly after Christina’s birth, Gabriele obtained the chair of Italian at Kings College London, which brought social and intellectual status, and gratified his wife’s desire for excellence. It brought no salary, however, for professors were paid a proportion of students’ fees, and in Italian there were never many students. Hence the continuing need for peripatetic language teaching, which indeed the professorship was designed to encourage, prospective pupils preferring an eminent instructor. In this respect Professor Rossetti was well regarded, with wealthy and well-connected friends. He worked hard, at both teaching and research, taking full financial responsibility for the household. As Sing-Song explains:






What does the bee do?


   Bring home honey.


What does Father do?


   Bring home money.


And what does Mother do?


   Lay out the money.


And what does baby do?


   Eat up the honey.








According to both English and Italian custom, the spheres of husband and wife were complementary but separate: it was Father’s duty to bring home money and Mother’s to lay it out on honey and other necessities. But as it emerged, Gabriele and Frances differed in their attitudes to spending. Frances was careful, in the cautious middle-class mode of the time, while her husband was typically impulsive. Passing a closing-down sale in Oxford Street, he once bought a dozen pairs of stockings and some gloves for his wife as well as socks and a silk handkerchief for himself. ‘I hope on the whole you won’t be displeased,’ he wrote, pride mixed with misgiving.


He was physically affectionate and unlike the cold, distant paterfamilias of Victorian legend, was happy to allow the four children ‘to litter and rollick about the room while he plodded through some laborious matter of literary composition’ as William recalled – though always careful to observe Italian superstition and never step over them as they played, lest ill luck befall. And in marked contrast to the style favoured by many English fathers, he was apt to be emotional where the family was concerned. ‘Every word you wrote pierced me like a dagger,’ he replied to news of childish ailments from Holmer Green. ‘My sweetest Gabriel, then, is so ill!’ Christina was teething and had bumped her forehead: ‘Oh, my poor children! … Who knows but what the figs I sent may have done them harm!’ Then he added more soberly, to himself as much as Frances: ‘but take heart, my wife, it may turn out to be nothing serious.’


He was generous too, enjoying the way his youngsters clustered round expectantly on his arrival home, eager for the trifles he brought, though his readiness to buy lollipops did not please Mamma. He also bought toys and strawberries and other fruits in season, perhaps nostalgic for Neapolitan abundance. And whenever Frances was summoned to Holmer Green, owing to Grandmamma’s ailments, the children were accustomed to being left in Papa’s indulgent care. On one such occasion Granny Pierce called; she gave each child a bright shilling and confirmed that they were not fretting. Two years later, when Frances was again away, Gabriele noted that nevertheless the children were calculating the days till her return, the most steady reckoner being five-year-old Christina:




This morning, barely out of bed, she came in great glee into the room where I was working, and the first words she spoke were: ‘not counting today, only three days remain’.





He had recently bought Christina a little chest of drawers – perhaps a belated birthday present, or to match one Maria had received from Grandpapa. It had four drawers and a key with which, one imagines, she delighted to lock treasures away from prying eyes and fingers; as youngest she was doubtless taunted by ‘secrets’ the others refused to reveal, and equally often teased into disclosing her own.


Generally speaking, all four were treated equally. Once, after seeing Mamma off on the coach, Papa took the two older children to a café, mindful to also buy cakes for William and Christina at home. ‘Not one of us ever felt any sense of unfairness in family life,’ William reported confidently, adding however that ‘dazzling’ Gabriel was their father’s favourite, and he their mother’s. Maria and Christina were ‘evenly balanced, by contrasting qualities’ – Maria diligent and eager, Christina clamorous, spirited, pretty. In Papa’s letters and conversation each child had a customary epithet: carissima (dearest) Maria, ingegnoso (clever) Gabriel, saggio (wise) William and vivace (lively) Christina.


But poor Maria understood early that she was no beauty, which may have aggravated the jealous streak William so clearly recalled. When she was rising seven Granny Pierce remarked hopefully that her nose was looking smaller, and Gabriele commented that from ‘the mixture of amazement and satisfaction she betrayed, I judged how hideous she must have thought the poor child before’. Everyone knew Christina was prettier, whispered Maria on hearing a family friend praise the bellezza perfetta (perfect beauty) of her own fisonomia tutta Italiana (wholly Italian features). At an early age Maria was nicknamed Moony, from the roundness of her face. In compensation, Papa praised her intellectual abilities, addressing his first-born (primogenita) in verse as ‘daughter of Clio’, the conventional figure for the muse of history and scholarship. At other times, he called her a youthful Sappho, after the first female poet, and as with her namesake some fragments survive. Epitaph on a Thrush is dated 9 July 1837, when Maria was ten, and seems to have been written at Holmer Green:






O listen, listen to my lay


About a thrush that died today.


This little Bird with snails was fed


And straw composed its humble bed.








A memory of this, seasonally-transposed, informs one of Sing-Song’s more melancholy rhymes:






Dead in the cold, a song-singing thrush,


Dead at the foot of a snow-berry bush –


Weave him a coffin of rush,


Dig him a grave where the soft mosses grow,


Raise him a tombstone of snow.








Perhaps this was the same summer that Christina laid her dead mouse to rest in his mossy bed. Certainly she always associated poetry with both Holmer Green and death.


There was hardly a time when the children did not know their father himself was a poet. For the two girls, he composed a short ode of lyrical sweetness: 












	 

	 

	Cristina e Maria

	Christina and Maria






	 

	 

	Mie care figliuole

	My dear daughters






	 

	 

	Son fresche viole

	Are fresh violets






	 

	 

	Dischiusse all’albor.

	Opened at dawn.






	 

	 

	Son rose nudrite

	They are roses nurtured






	 

	 

	Dall’aure novelle

	By the earliest breezes,






	 

	 

	Son tortore belle

	Lovely turtle-doves






	 

	 

	Nel nido d’amor.

	In the nest of Love.















As rhetorician and librettist, the histrionic style came naturally. With a fine voice, he was apt to break into song and splendid declamation, quoting from Italian authors or his own verses with a gusto that warmed the children’s early years.


So, unlike Mamma, Papa was certainly not modest or self-effacing. Somewhat to William’s later embarrassment, he was inordinately ‘fond of name and fame’, with a distinct tendency to self-glorification. Yet the flamboyance was moderated with humour and kindness – his natural temper was ‘lively and ardent, not without excitability, yet essentially placid,’ wrote William. He was seldom angry with the children, and never cruel or cold. But though none of the four was ever afraid of Papa, his authority was nevertheless considerable, and from an early age they learnt to do their best to please him. Indeed, the concomitant of paternal indulgence was loving obedience to his wishes: no whining or disrespect was permitted. Despite the warmth, he exuded ‘a perceptible tone of patria potestas’, reflecting the patriarchal status commonly accorded the male head of the household in both Italian and British society. He had the authority, too, of ancestry and age, bringing from Naples a reputed family motto: frangas non flectas (break not bend) with its intimations of antiquity, and himself belonged to an older generation: before Christina was three years old, her father was over fifty.


Family life thus combined affection and security. Fatherly exuberance was balanced by maternal steadiness, and her firmness softened by his generosity. And if Christina’s ‘baby’ status made her fight even harder for her rightful share of the cakes, she had the advantage in that the burden of setting an example rested elsewhere. Without sentimentality, her childhood can be judged exceptionally happy and companionable.


*


From birth the children were accustomed to eminent callers – members of the Bonaparte entourage, Italian counts and generals and writers, one of whom gave Christina a locket containing a picture of the Virgin. ‘It seems hardly an exaggeration to say that every Italian staying or passing through London, of a liberal mode of political opinion, sought out my father,’ recalled William later, listing fifty such exiles by name. On one occasion, Papa joked, three young compatriots had sought him out as if he were a holy relic, but this was an index of his reputation – as was the invitation from the Turkish ambassador to orate at a glittering social event, in Neapolitan style.


At the end of 1835, when Christina was just five, the family moved across the road to a slightly larger house at no. 50 Charlotte Street. Every evening visitors called to exchange political news in the small parlour amid lively debate and vainglorious appeals to the heroic past. The enemies, cursed with rhetorical vigour, were the King of Naples, the King of France Luigi Filippo, the Pope and above all, Metternich and the Austrians, whose forces occupied large parts of Italy. In old age William recreated in his mind’s eye the familiar sight:




My father and three or four foreigners engaged in animated talk on the affairs of Europe, from the point of patriotic aspiration, and hope long deferred … with frequent and fervent recitations of poetry …


My mother quiet but interested, and sometimes taking her mild womanly part in the conversation; and we four children – Maria more especially, with her dark Italian countenance and rapt eyes – drinking it all in as a sort of necessary atmosphere of the daily life, yet with our own little interests and occupations as well – reading, colouring prints, looking into illustrated books, nursing a cat, or whatever.





In keeping with Italian custom, the Rossetti children were not shooed upstairs but expected to greet visitors, the girls bobbing a curtsey and no doubt having their cheeks squeezed. In such a context, the British style of icy politeness, lest others ‘presume’, was unknown; William remembered chiefly warmth and volubility among his father’s friends, qualified only by envy, intrigue and self-applause. To the youngsters, the most exciting exile was one Sangiovanni, who had been captain of a band hunting down brigands and was reputed to have killed a man in a knife-fight.


Among the callers there were also ‘numerous relays of tatterdemalions’ who came for handouts. Callers offering a Masonic handshake were immediately relieved, while in the street Papa would speak to pedlars and organ-grinders, asking what region they came from, and offering hospitality. He could nevertheless be brisk as to their merits, saying that any such caller was either un cercatore (a beggar) or un seccatore (a bore). Mamma made gifts of food or clothing to exile families in need, sometimes repaid in kind. Signor Parodi gave dancing lessons to Maria and Christina (an accomplishment they seldom had occasion to use) while Signor Pistrucci painted portraits of all four. Christina’s shows nothing of her lively, skittish nature, being a conventional rendering of a pretty child, in the chocolate-box manner of the time, though its steady, wide-eyed gaze may reflect her open, mettlesome character. Grandpapa averred that she would be the most spirited of them all.


*


At home Mamma’s choice of books for her children included two by Mrs Hofland significantly titled The Son of a Genius and The Daughter of a Genius, indirectly reflecting her estimate of their father. In later life, Christina was to demur in mock horror when her nephew was over-praised, saying there had already been enough geniuses in the family. She herself felt always outdone by the others, later describing herself as the family dunce. ‘I may pretty well say that from first to last I was a dead weight on the hands of those who would fain have taught me,’ she insisted, claiming to have picked up more than she learnt. Indeed, though she did not neglect her lessons, she lacked application and her education was limited, if not desultory, with a thorough grounding in reading, French and religion, but little serious study and no understanding of maths or science. William described her as ‘naturally rather indolent’ and disinclined to stick to any occupation. To their mother’s regret, though surely not surprise, neither she nor Maria manifested any musical ability whatsoever: years later, Christina hailed such talent in her niece, trusting it would compensate Mamma for her own unmusical daughters. With literature, however, Mamma’s passion for poetry and prose surely shaped her children’s predilections. From the start of her career as governess, she had kept a Commonplace Book, into which striking and edifying passages were entered, and to which the children were in time encouraged to contribute. As well as stanzas by her husband, her brother and Byron, this held extracts from Crabbe, Southey, Paley’s Natural Theology and a summary of Magna Carta. In 1838 Maria copied out a poem ‘To a Dying Infant’ from Blackwoods’ Magazine, and some months later William added a passage from Oliver Twist. The tales of Maria Edgeworth were a maternal standby – fictions which, in the author’s words, ‘shall display examples of virtue, without initiating the young reader into the ways of vice’, and though William remembered disliking these, Christina returned to them with pleasure in middle life.


She claimed to read ‘only what hit her fancy’: in William Hone’s Everyday Book she first met Keats’ Eve of St Agnes, and Shelley’s Skylark was an early favourite. However, Perrault’s Fairy Tales were a family passion – Cinderella, the Sleeping Beauty and especially Bluebeard – as were the inexhaustible Arabian Nights, in imitation of which Christina composed her earliest remembered story, narrated aloud, about a dervish called Hassan.


In daily life, stories were accompanied by chores. ‘Come sit round me, my dear little girls, and I will tell you a story,’ begins the storytelling aunt in Christina’s own collection of tales, dedicated to Frances ‘in grateful remembrance of the stories with which she used to entertain her children’:




Each of you bring her sewing, and let Ella take pencils and colour-box and try to finish some one drawing of the many she has begun. What Maude! pouting over that nice clean white stocking because it wants a darn? Put away your pout and pull out your needle, my dear; for pouts make a sad beginning to my story … Silence! Attention! All eyes on occupations …





All too clearly, when she was the same age as her fictional listeners, Christina regarded sewing as a baleful duty, for the aunt’s stories are punctuated by commands: ‘Jane and Laura, don’t quite forget the pocket-handkerchiefs you sat down to hem … Yes, Maude, that darn will do: now your task is ended, but if I were you I would help Clara with hers.’


In these tales, her childhood self was re-created in the figure of Flora, the plump, pink-cheeked, youngest member of a perfect storybook family, who wakes to happiness on her birthday – for it is sheer pleasure ‘to be eight years old when last night one was merely seven, [and] to hope for birthday presents without any doubt of receiving some.’ Presents are followed by a party, but the day’s bliss is ruined by squabbling:




Flora accused Alfred of tripping her up, Richard bawled that George broke away when fairly caught, Anne when held tight muttered that Susan could see in spite of bandaged eyes …





Things get worse: the youngsters turn into monsters, tormenting Flora and preventing her from tasting the birthday tea, piled high with sweets and fruits. In the end, she is imprisoned in a glass house as the others begin throwing stones – only to wake and find the hateful party was after all a nightmare, reflecting the day’s discord. She is duly chastened, with ‘a conscious look in her little face’, and before long nestles up close, to whisper that she is sorry to have been so cross. The narrator’s moral lesson is surely that of Frances Rossetti, gently rebuking a child




who, with dear friends and playmates and pretty presents, yet scarcely knew how to bear a few trifling disappointments, or how to be obliging and good-humoured under slight annoyances.





Christina later noted that it was better to have brothers and sisters than to be an only child. William conjured a picture of four youngsters seldom apart and seldom in the company of others, but they mixed frequently at tea parties and social visits with children of their own age. ‘I knew a Serena once,’ comments the storytelling narrator in relation to one of Flora’s young friends who kisses and gushes with effusive affection, adding: ‘She was not at all like this Serena, I am happy to say.’ All her life Christina herself disliked gush, and would seem to have been a child who found intimate, effusive friendship hard to handle, preferring the rough and tumble of family life.


Later, in relation to her own nieces and nephew, Christina commented ruefully on the lot of females to play second fiddle, and eight-year-old Flora is well aware of gender difference. In her nightmare party, the characters have names and attributes according to sex, the boys being endowed with aggressive masculine qualities such as their author observed, or remembered. In Hunt the Pincushion, poor Flora is the quarry, attacked from all sides, by Quills, Angles and Hooks. In Self Help, the boys are ‘the players, the girls the played’ – an apt though glancing definition of gender disparity and tacit recognition that however egalitarian the ideal home, boys and girls were differently placed in the world. And in a second tale that reintroduces the same hateful children there is also a monster Mouth-Boy, with no eyes but a gaping, wheedling mouth, who demands the heroine’s chocolate – a vivid image of maleness. Reading such stories, one cannot doubt that as she grew older Christina had a less idyllic image of the world, where a small girl might be a victim instead of an adored daughter – or rather that she might be both, anger and fear alternating with presents and pleasure as she learnt to adjust to life’s complexities.


Steadily her experience widened. She recalled the excitement of her first rail journey – then itself a novelty – down to Greenwich, and back by river steamer. They were taken to the British Museum, and to Madame Tussauds, where she was put out of countenance by the waxworks, blushing at her own boldness, for well-brought-up children were taught never to stare. There were also visits to the Italian opera, with complimentary tickets for il professore and his family, recalled in one of Christina’s later stories describing a diva ‘pouring forth her soul in passion’ as she weaves lilies into a garland, and the storm of applause that greets her curtain call.


The first major change in family life came in autumn 1836 when the boys started at a local day school, to learn Latin, which was beyond their mother’s competence. This was in preparation for Kings College School, junior department of Papa’s college, which they entered together in late summer 1837. The main emphasis, as at other schools for boys of the middle ranks, was on maths and the classics – but there was another branch of learning too, for ‘there is always some nasty-thinking  boy to egg-on his juniors upon a path of unsavouriness,’ noted William primly, recalling his introduction to the rude bits of the Bible. This was reported at home, where nothing that was not high-minded was ever heard, and after Papa spoke to the principal the offending boy was admonished. But it was a symptom: henceforth Gabriel and William were in contact with a coarser world.


At ten years old, the bright, diligent Maria might also have been regarded as having reached an educational level beyond their mother’s capacity. But she, of course, was not destined for a school career, where she would have shone. Girls did not learn Latin or Greek, or algebra, or anything approaching science, so she knew nothing of the subjects her brothers were now studying. Her response was to join and, if possible, beat them, using their textbooks. By 1839, Papa reported to Lyell, the boys were doing well but Maria was doing better; ‘gifted by nature with a quite uncommon intelligence’, she had set herself to the study of Greek, with astonishing progress. She herself, at Holmer Green with their mother, feared she was slipping behind, until William wrote to assure they had not yet started on Greek verbs but were still doing nouns.


To assist, Grandpapa read Greek legends with her in Italian and, aided by the fact that Polidori was ultimately a Greek name (and Polydorus one of the sons of Priam) Maria’s earlier enthusiasm for Napoleon was replaced with a passion for all things Homeric. Unlike her brothers, to whom the language was a chore and the legends of less interest than their home-made tales of bandits and brigands, she conceived a life-long passion for the heroes of The Iliad, which in childhood was far stronger than religion, and still active twenty-five years later when she breathlessly recounted her admiration for the ‘magnificent passage’ describing Achilles ‘shining and shouting from the ramparts’. He was her hero and Book 17 the most precious, she asserted: ‘really the more I think about it the more I warm to these heroes …’


Gabriel obliged her classical fervour by drawing a sequence of warriors, but not everyone approved. In 1839, visiting the home of Papa’s friend Swynfen Jervis MP, Maria recognised the classical figures in a print and proudly declared that she had read the story several times, thereby alarming their hostess, who felt that detailed knowledge of Greek legends was indelicate in a young girl. But Papa disagreed. ‘Bravo! bravo!’ he replied to the news that she was now reading Euripides in translation. ‘Everybody is afraid that too much application may injure her heath, but I have no such fear, for when voluntary application produces so much pleasure it cannot do any harm; rather, it becomes food for the mind, which in turn does the body good.’


This sensible atttude was against the received wisdom of the time, which held that mental exertion was harmful to females, especially in adolescence – a theory that effectively infantilised girls, restricting them to juvenile educational levels when their brothers were being urged to serious study. According to the 1840 edition of Buchan’s Domestic Medicine, issued for family use, intense thinking was so generally destructive to health that ‘few instances can be produced of studious persons who are strong and healthy’, and it was considered additionally injurious to the already weaker female physiology. Strength was needed either for study or for child-bearing: girls’ bodies would be fatally enfeebled by too much schooling.


Some few years earlier, Elizabeth Barrett, another talented girl, lost Latin and Greek lessons when her brother went away to school, and without proper lessons Maria’s classical studies could not progress far. More seriously, she gave up competing; by the time she reached her mid-teens, her desire for achievement was tamed, as she ‘settled down into religion’ and good works. Aware of her ability, Gabriel never ceased to regret this decline into devotion.


Christina’s favourite hero was not Achilles but Ajax, who was surpassed in each feat of arms by his companions and with whom she shared a secret sympathy at being the perpetual secondranker. ‘I certainly for one,’ she wrote later, ‘care more now for Ajax than for those who at some point excelled him.’ She had learnt another important, if contradictory lesson: though Mamma urged everyone to excellence, girls were not expected to surpass. Ironically, the boys did not much like school, always preferring their own imaginative games based on the Waverley Novels, a bowdlerised Shakespeare – source of much energetic acting – stirring Stories from English History about Druids burning their victims in wicker cages, and illustrated forerunners of the comic book called Tales of Chivalry and Legends of Terror. Christina’s second recorded story, for an ambitious family tetralogy of romantic tales, was ‘Retribution’, about a Crusader knight. In time, the Gothick tales by Ann Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho and The Italian became her own favourite reading. In this British literature, it may be noted, Italy, their ancestral land, featured as a place of wild and bloodthirsty adventure – a romantic setting for improbable action – where the protagonists were often young women. As Gabriel grew older, he shared with the others the comparable delights of Edgar Allan Poe and Charles Robert Maturin.


During this period, too, the children expanded their juvenile repertoire of card games, and each appropriated a suit. Gabriel took the favourite hearts, Christina the sharp, flame-like diamonds, William the solid clubs, while Maria demonstrated her maturity by adopting the despised spades – a figuration which was echoed later in life, as Christina explained: 




My dear sister used to say that she had the good sense, William the good nature, Gabriel the good heart and I the bad temper, of our beloved father and mother.





This memory – intentionally self-deprecating – was perhaps unintentionally revealing, for no other reminiscence records the short fuse which was one aspect of Papa’s volatile temperament. This perceived affinity, however, made the fiery nature of the red diamonds that Christina claimed for her own an appropriate emblem for her juvenile self. A few years later, when phrenology was all the rage, Christina’s bumps were interpreted as indicative of ‘pugnacity’, a diagnosis hailed with teasing delight by her siblings, who knew the intensity of her tantrums.
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First Poems





COUNTRY HOLIDAYS CAME to an end in autumn 1839, when Grandpapa moved his family back to London, taking a house in Park Village East on the northern corner of Regents Park, where Regency villas meet Camden Town. It was quarter of an hour from Charlotte Street: William recalled the regular walk up past the Nash terraces, which their mother characteristically used for instruction in the architectural orders. In picturesque contrast, Park Village is semi-Gothick stucco. Maria, displaying her classical learning, wanted to call the house ‘Myrtle Cottage’ in allusion to the legend that the Trojan Polydorus was turned into a myrtle tree. It housed their grandparents, Uncle Philip and Aunts Eliza and Margaret. Aunt Charlotte worked for the Marchioness of Bath, and came home only for holidays.


In Christina’s stories for children her small heroines begin to learn the lessons of life at the age of eight, and looking back on her own childhood, she recalled how from the same age she had been ‘pent up in London’ until she was ‘a great girl’ of fourteen. Her imprisonment metaphor is telling as well as Keatsian, for in general Christina did not consider herself a reluctant Londoner, later claiming kinship with those ‘hundreds and thousands’ of cityfolk who rarely escaped from the metropolis. ‘As we are bred, so we live,’ she said; ‘what is more, I am fairly sure that I am in the place that suits me best.’ Yet now she felt immured, the more so perhaps because she was increasingly conscious of the limitations imposed on girls. Hitherto content with the security of home and small excursions en famille, she now acquired a vague sense of constraint and narrowed opportunities.


The change, however, meant that from this date Grandpapa played a larger role in the girls’ lives, giving Maria educational guidance and instructing both sisters in Italian. His large library was alluring too, though equally fascinating was the servant Mrs Catchpole, whose husband was said to have been murdered by his workmates. Also employed was an Italian compositor who cooked snails, and operated a printing press, enabling Gaetano to encourage his grandchildren’s literary ambitions.


‘Maria’s first “book” was quite a booklet, a translation of an Ode on the death of Lady Gwendalina Talbot,’ as Christina later told an inquiring bibliophile, adding with customary precision that the achievement (a funeral tribute to the exemplary benevolence of Prince Borghese’s English-born wife) was mainly their mother’s work. Gabriel’s first effort was Sir Hugh the Heron, a ballad based on the Legends of Terror, which he later said was ‘absurd trash’ showing ‘absolutely no promise at all – less than should exist even at twelve’. It was followed by Maria’s The Rivulets: A Dream not all a dream, an allegory about four children named Love, Sloth, Conceit and Selfishness, who are variously rewarded, corrected and condemned. There are no prizes for recognising the least desirable qualities in Mamma’s moral scheme.


Christina’s earliest poem was written when she was eleven, copied out in a large copperplate hand on pencilled lines that were then erased, and given to Mamma on 27 April 1842, with a posy:






   To my Mother on her Birthday


Today’s your natal day


   Sweet flowers I bring;


Mother accept I pray,


   My offering.







And may you happy live,


   And long us bless


Receiving as you give


   Great happiness.








As a birthday gift, it far surpassed more commonplace offerings of laboriously stitched needlework. Much later, on her mother’s eightieth birthday, Christina told her own niece that if she had poetic talent, she would find that ‘almost if not quite its brightest point is that it kindles a light of pleasure in your Mother’s eyes’, and this was to prove a lifelong motivation. No doubt the birthday gift was also proudly shown to visitors, giving the author her first taste of the praise that could be won from verse. Some time later the lines were copied out by Mamma into a tiny notebook, with a note:




NB. These verses are truly and literally by my little daughter, who scrupulously rejected all assistance in her rhyming efforts, under the impression that in that case they would not really be her own. The first was written when she was eleven.





This conjures a vivid picture of Christina jealously guarding her compositions, so that no one else could interfere. Now the boys were at school, Maria’s influence was inescapable; as Gabriel later remarked, ‘Maria was a born leader, Christina a born apostle’, and she had need of something ‘really her own’.


Her second poem, also written in 1842, reflected Mamma’s earliest teaching and prefigured a major theme:






What is heaven? ’tis a country


   Far away from mortal ken;


’Tis a land, where by God’s bounty,


   After death live righteous men.







That that blest land I may enter,


   Is my humble, earnest cry;


Lord! Admit me to Thy presence,


   Lord, admit me, or I die.








Like the birthday verse, this is bookish in diction, and both pieces are the work of a ‘good child’, voicing approved pieties. To my Mother has a certain charm, though the controlling correctness nearly cancels out the simple feeling, while Heaven gains, just a little, from its ingenuous pastiche of Protestant hymn-making.


Not copied into the notebook was an earlier effort, later regarded by William as Christina’s second real poem and produced in response to the boys’ homework assignment to celebrate British victory in the 1842 Opium War. Hearing them grumble, Christina took up the patriotic challenge, drawing on imagery from political cartoons of the day:






‘Centre of Earth!’ a Chinaman he said,


And bent over a map with his pig-tailed head –


That map in which, portrayed in colours bright,


China, all dazzling, burst upon the sight:


‘Centre of Earth’ repeatedly he cried,


‘Land of the brave, the beautiful, the wise!’


Thus he exclaimed; when lo his words arrested


Showed what sharp agony his head had tested.


He feels a tug – another, and another –


And quick exclaims, ‘Hallo! what’s now the bother?’


But soon, alas, perceives. And ‘why, false night,


Why not from men shut out the hateful sight?


The faithless English have cut off my tail,


And left me my sad fortunes to bewail.


Now in the streets I can no more appear,


For all the other men a pig-tail wear’,


He said, and furious cast into the fire


His tail: those flames became its funeral pyre.








Roughly contemporaneous was a satirical couplet that William never forgot:






‘Come cheer up, my lads, ’tis to glory we steer!’


As the soldier remarked whose post lay in the rear.








Vigorous, dramatic and funny, these verses show a sharper side to Christina’s writing, which was perhaps most truly her own. Despite piety, Christina was seldom sentimental.


Almost from the cradle the young Rossettis knew a true metre from a false one, in both English and Italian, and they grew up with a knowledge of couplet, lyric and ode, to add to the rhymes of the nursery and the hymns at church. On her deathbed Christina surprised William by claiming that before The Chinaman she had already written ‘various other small things’ which were not apparently preserved. Then, as Gabriel recalled, there came a ‘memorable Sunday afternoon’ when Maria pronounced a poem of Christina’s to be so good that ‘she would be the poet in the family’. Thus, somewhere around her twelfth birthday, her vocation was established; indeed this may mark the date that Maria began filling the notebook on her sister’s behalf, with the proud title-page inscription ‘Poems by C. G. Rossetti’. In truth, Maria’s poetic debut on the dead thrush showed more promise than Christina’s stilted lines for her mother, but the choice was made: henceforth, poetry was her speciality, just as painting was Gabriel’s.


*


There is unfortunately no record of their father’s response. Despite his own pride and proficiency, poetic encouragement did not come from Papa. One reason may have been his faltering career. It is difficult to judge when Christina became aware of this, for Gabriele continued to applaud his renown and anticipate his triumphal return to Naples (affectionately transmuted in a tale Christina wrote about a Neapolitan couple in England, dreaming of going back to ‘Vascitammo’) but by the early 1840s this prospect was still distant, and compounded by worse worries.


For one thing, the young Queen’s marriage to Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg brought German into vogue, reducing the popularity of Italian, the number of prospective pupils and consequently the Professor’s income. This downturn in fortune was then accompanied by attacks on Rosseti’s competence as a scholar. As was customary, his professorship had been secured by patronage not merit and though some readers admired his commentary on The Inferno, others described it as ‘sublime and perfect nonsense’, a judgement supported by later, more impartial critics. In response, with the support of Frere in Malta and Lyell in Scotland, together with author Thomas Keightley – in whose books on European mythology Maria read the classical legends that startled Mrs Jervis – he had embarked on a more ambitious enterprise in the shape of a vast study of Dante and his contemporaries, as forerunners of the Reformation and freemasonry. This was published in two fat volumes translated in 1834 under the full title of Disquisitions on the Anti-Papal Spirit which produced the  Reformation: Its Secret Influence on the Literature of Europe in General and of Italy in Particular, whose thesis, insofar as it could be divined, was that the essence of Love in the poems of the Ghibellines was anti-papalism, necessarily concealed from the Inquisition. As Lyell explained, Professor Rossetti argued that ‘an anti-papal sect existed under the disguise of the Sette d’Amore, with its secret object founded on the plan of the ancient mysteries which originated in Egypt and handed down to us in the rites of modern masonry’. Dante’s language had always a double meaning, literal and allegorical, ostensible and secret, after the model of the ancient philosophers. His works were thus written in a code, where everything is symbolically displayed to initiates. Most importantly, Beatrice was not a real beloved or historical figure, but a personification of the summum arcanum, the secret mystery at the heart of religious worship. Similarly, Petrarch’s Laura stood for a Masonic lodge.


With hindsight one can see that this argument was essentially anti-papal in a contemporary political sense, written by one who had sufficient reason to be hostile to the Vatican, following events in his homeland. By aligning Dante with a supposed spirit that heralded the Reformation, Professor Rossetti was moreover protecting himself from current anti-papist feeling in Britain, where civil restrictions on Catholics were being abolished amid a good deal of alarmist controversy over the Pope’s presumed desire to undermine the English Church and crown. Finally, in the implicit parallel between himself and Dante, also exiled, was a barely disguised claim to eminence.


Whatever his motives, however, Gabriele Rossetti was undone by his method, with its incoherent paraphernalia of scholarly (or more properly scholastic) erudition, that reads like a parody of academic discourse. Each sentence spawns a page of finely-argued footnotes, designed to impress and intimidate. According to Lyell, this exegesis was profound and original, but non-freemasons have been unimpressed. As his biographer commented, esoteric interpretation attracted absurdities as a magnet gathers iron filings, and if the arguments were never fully refuted, this was only because no scholar had undertaken so thankless a task. One who has, more recently, is the Italian writer Umberto Eco, who studied the work as part of his own research into the clandestine ‘Templar tradition’, for his novel Foucault’s Pendulum and confirmed the essential nonsense of Rossetti’s ideas, which Eco places firmly in a line of obsessional paranoid readings, betrayed at last by deliberate fudging of footnotes – the scholar’s final act of desperation.


Rossetti was indeed paranoid, constructing an increasingly obsessional case to justify his own political position. Onto Dante, he painted his own dislike of despotism and papal power, together with nationalistic Italian fervour; in every age, he proclaimed, patriotism was punished by banishment. And he anticipated opposition. No doubt, he wrote, critics would dismiss him as a crazy interpreter ‘who tells us that we’re all wrong … that hell is Rome, Paradise is Rome, Dante did not love a lady called Beatrice; and, more than all that, that ladies are men …’ – all of which was ‘quite enough to render my sanity a matter of doubt’. But criticism made him only more certain – truth had been suppressed down the ages. He therefore began work on a further magnum opus entitled II Mistero dell’Amor platonica del medio evo derivato da’ misteri antichi, which in his son’s words ‘meandered through the thickets of very audacious thought’, in five interminable volumes, arguing for an ancient, ‘true religion’ or doctrine of divine love driven underground by the official Church, whose teachings were thus revealed as an imposture to oppress the unlettered.


Where the Anti-Papal Spirit had at least chimed with contemporary politics and religion, Amor Platonica, which owed something to Gnosticism and more, it is said, to ideas current in nineteenth-century Italian freemasonry, was both heretical and ill-advised. Frere and Lyell took fright, fearing they might be charged with blasphemy as well as folly in supporting such a crackpot professor. Both advised against publication; it would end Rossetti’s career as a teacher. Not to publish, on the other hand, would destroy his reputation as a scholar. Finally Lyell paid for the work to be printed on condition that it was not distributed. Frere thought it should be burnt, but copies went instead into permament storage. This, to Gabriele, was further proof of the suppression of truth, and his letters to his patrons are filled with a terrible agitation that certainly places his sanity in doubt.


Christina is unlikely to have understood much of this aspect of her father’s work in childhood. Nor did she read deeply in his prose works in adulthood, not least because of the implications of heresy. Yet their influence on her life was considerable; indeed none of the Rossetti family can be understood without reference to this arcane paternal activity, which for several years ‘saturated the household air’. William thought of Dante as a kind of spectral presence whom he half-expected to meet on a dark corner of the staircase, and later as a sort of banshee, whose shriek was ‘audible even to familiarity’, but whose message was unintelligble. Increasingly they saw their father surrounded by ‘ponderous folios in italic type, libri mistici and the like (often about alchemy, freemasonry, Brahminism, Swedenborg, the Cabbala etc)’ as in his miniscule handwriting he filled page after page, ‘full of underscorings, interlineations and cancellings. We contemplated his labour with a certain hushed feeling, which partook of respect and also of levity, but were assuredly not much tempted to take up one of his books.’


As the controversy raged, Papa’s health deteriorated. He began to suffer from insomnia. The threat of having the fruits of his eight years’ labour destroyed made him feel persecuted, terrified of his own shadow. By the summer of 1840, his patrons were informed, he was spitting blood, suffering from recurrent fever and diabetic nausea.


And there were other troubles, as he was ousted from his position as doyen of the exile community by Mazzini, whose Young Italy movement forged a new and militant campaign for national liberation under a republican banner. In London La Giovane Italia organised a network of clubs that functioned as a political powerbase. Lyell wrote jocularly but surely in warning about the Professor’s precarious position in John Bull’s Britain in 1841, where:




the pot can only be kept boiling by giving lessons. I then ponder on the wrongheadedness of the Bull family which with toryism, whiggism, radicalism, romanism, evangelicalism, independentism is really half mad at present … and the possibility of some jesuitical fellow whispering in the ear of Mrs Bull that G. R. is a very personification of la Giovane Italia – and, pray, what is that? to which he will reply, Madame, la Giovane Italia is gergo [code] for the devil. The deuce it is, says she, then never shall G. R. give another lesson to Miss Bull … no fire in the grate, no pot boiling, Maria Francesca & Co hungry and calling out for their macaroni …





Sticking to his constitutional principles, Rossetti refused to give public support to the republican slogan ‘May God and the People be the Salvation of Italy!’ – with some reason, for the British government was sympathetic to Hapsburg hegemony. So although in 1843 Rossetti was honoured alongside Mazzini for services to Italian freedom, he had been effectively sidelined. Henceforth, the callers at Charlotte Street were more likely to be beggars and bores.


His health continued to worsen. By 1842 it was ‘seriously impaired’. There followed ‘some troubles of a different kind’, which may refer to depression or to the ridicule that greeted his latest publication, an essay on the purely allegorical role of Dante’s beloved Beatrice. And having since his escape from Naples had a lively conviction that political enemies were conspiring to kill him, so increasing paranoia accompanied declining health. In 1843 he suffered a crisis so serious and painful that he expected to die. Hitherto, whatever the financial uncertainties, 50 Charlotte Street had been a cheerful and sociable home. Now it became a place of sickness and worry. The boys, who were out all day – William at school, Gabriel now attending a private art school – were perhaps less affected than the girls, who helped Mamma look after a despondently sick man. While a colleague covered his teaching commitments, Maria acted as amanuensis, taking responsibility for collecting outstanding tuition fees. This summer, as a diversion, Mamma began a ‘home magazine’, with the title Hodge Podge or Weekly Efforts. The first issue, dated 20 May, opened with a pious, not to say priggish admonition against ‘conceit – a monster of so frightful mien, that to be hated it needs but to be seen’ – followed by items on the death of Paul and Virginie and on Joan of Arc, ‘the most extraordinary female character ever recorded in history’. She and aunt Charlotte then took Papa to Hastings, while aunt Margaret stayed with the children.


Christina’s first surviving letter – written to her father in June when she was twelve and a half – is composed in a nervous Italian. She apologised in advance for mistakes, and listed various visitors who had called to ask after Papa – the Radical MP J. L. Leader; Dr Heimann of University College who was teaching the children German; Signor Parodi the dancing master; and Signor Rovedino, musician – and concluded with love from Maria, aunt Margaret and herself. It is an empty and formal letter, especially when compared with Gabriel’s lively communication to his mother (in English) of the previous day, in which he described how Dr Heimann had brought his bride-to-be, who had looked through the children’s Scrapbook of drawings and compositions. Maria and Christina had been invited to return the call: did they have their mother’s permission to accept? This, as it turned out, was the start of a lifelong friendship for Christina, for Adolf Heimann married Amelia Barnard, ‘a very pretty pleasant young English Jewess’, who became a lifelong friend.


A few days after her stiff epistle, Christina composed the third poem to merit inclusion in the notebook, a brief hymn ‘to the God who reigns on high’, which parrots the Lord’s Prayer but may also be accounted a propitiatory prayer to accompany those said for Papa’s recovery. From Hastings, Frances and Gabriele proceeded to Paris, sending back reports of their visits to la Madeleine, les Invalides and Père la Chaise. At home, the children, who were more than usually confined to the house, continued with their Scrapbook, into which Gabriel inserted his ‘choicest specimens of sketching’ and Christina ‘two poetic effusions … both of which are very good’. The first was a worldly-wise pastoral, Corydon’s Lament and Resolution, in which Corydon unromantically decides not to pine over Chloe’s inconstancy but to wed Amaryllis instead – a piquant subversion of sentiment. The second was Rosalind, a melodramatic ballad about a lady whose husband is seized by pirates. On her entreaties to pity, the pirate leader hurls the husband into the sea; Lady Rosalind thereupon expires. Combining vividness with bathos, it was a vigorous pastiche for a twelve-year-old author, owing something to the British love of pirates, and something to Sir Hugh the Heron as well as to Gottfried Bürger’s Lenore (which the young Rossettis were reading with Dr Heimann) and to Gabriel’s own melodrama Sorrentino in which the Devil impersonates a lady’s lover. But Christina’s depiction of a woman violently lamenting the loss of a husband who is borne away by sea also suggests displaced fear. This was the first time she had been separated from both parents, in circumstances of extreme anxiety.


Papa returned home safely however, ‘as good as cured’, and family life was restored. Early in October 1843 Christina wrote a lyric poem of great accomplishment for one so young, which reads conventionally enough as a devotional piece but more poignantly as a wishful propitiation of her own fears:






   Love for ever dwells in heaven –


      Hope entereth not there,


   To despairing man Love’s given –


      Hope dwells not with despair.


Love reigneth high and reigneth low and reigneth everywhere.







   In the inmost heart Love dwelleth,


      It may not quenched be;


   E’en when the life-blood welleth


      Its fond effects we see


In the name that leaves the lips the last, fades last from memory …








The long, bold last line barely compensates for the poeticisms; but the sentiment is of more interest than the form. Here, Love is eternal, unquenchable, secure.


But it proved a vain invocation, for this same month saw alarming deterioration in Papa’s state. Overnight, at the end of October, his sight failed, virtually disappearing in one eye and dimming markedly in the other. He was obliged to give up nearly all teaching. If he went out, he had to be guided, like a blind man. His abstruse studies were abandoned, and he became more or less confined to the house, bereft of spirits, health, occupation and social status. He fell into voluble despair, and his loudly anticipated blindness, sickness and imminent death ‘cast a thick mantle of gloom for months and years,’ as William recalled, ‘not only over my father’s own feelings but over those of the entire family’. It was a catastrophic transformation within a previously happy household.
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Breakdown





THIS FURTHER AND as it proved permanent breakdown in Gabriele’s health underlined and perhaps partly resulted from his realisation at age sixty that the fame and fortune for which he had striven were never to be attained. With the failure of his scholarly and political ambitions, the hopes he had fostered in twenty years’ exile were now utterly deferred; and physical debility served to console or conceal the bitterness. For Frances too, it marked the end of any illusions of husbandly distinction she may still have cherished and the unspoken transfer of ambition to the children.


Family finances plunged into an acute state. There was never any lack of primary necessities, but a perpetual economy and many unwelcome changes, not least the end of most treats and excursions. An anxious Christmas followed Christina’s thirteenth birthday. Her grandfather could help only by advancing money on Frances’s inheritance from her mother, but risked disadvantaging his other dependants by eating into the capital. Frances also had hopes of Granny Pierce, but this did not meet immediate needs. Aunt Charlotte provided more direct assistance, in the shape of a position for Maria, who therefore went away, sometime around her seventeenth birthday in February 1844, to be nursery governess to Gertrude Thynne, Lady Bath’s five-year-old niece.


She did not dislike the job, but hated being away from home. ‘I thank God for having given me talents which enable me to assist my dear father by removing the burden of my maintenance which he has borne for so many years with such loving care’ she wrote a few months later, the stiff syntax and dutiful phrases barely concealing a resentment she surely did not intend to express, with pious quotations that implicitly admonished Papa to be more prayerfully stoical in adversity. Significantly, moreover, the letter demonstrates the psychological reversal that had taken place, as the child assumed the role of consoling the parent, and contributing to his maintenance.


For the time being, Gabriel continued at art school, ‘costing something and earning nothing’ in his brother’s words, while William carried on at KCS, knowing that his hopes of entering the medical profession were now unrealisable. Most crucially of all, however, Frances Rossetti resumed employment, going out to work as a daily governess. It was a considerable descent for the wife of a professor, especially since women’s paid employment outside the home signified loss of gentility. Frances was no snob, but it was necessity that promoted this return to teaching. It also doubled her workload, for domestic responsibilities remained, and there was no money for extra household help.


With Maria away and the boys and Mamma out for most of the day, Christina’s allotted role was to look after her father, or at least keep him company. But the confident, energetic father of her childhood had changed into a depressed and ailing invalid, who constantly lamented his misfortunes, daily anticipated blindness and often wished, albeit rhetorically, that he was dead. His despair, William recalled, caused the family more unhappiness than their material poverty.


One is reminded of the young Virginia Woolf some fifty years later, when after his wife’s death Sir Leslie Stephen groaned and wept openly, ignoring and usurping his teenage daughters’ own need to grieve with his unassuagable demands for sympathy. Christina of course had not lost her mother, and her father was not an emotional tyrant, but the position of adolescent daughter and distressed father is comparable, and was further compounded by the loss of Maria’s companionship, by her sense of Mamma’s increased burden and perhaps most importantly by the way in which the sufferings of father, mother and sister overshadowed and eclipsed Christina’s own needs. She had no legitimate reason to complain – that there were no more treats or that she was ‘pent up’ in the city. Others’ troubles were far greater. Like a good child in Mrs Edgeworth’s stories, she was required to show gratitude and obedience, and expected only to feel thankful, like Maria, that she was able to help her ‘dear father’ in his time of need. Any natural resentment could be neither expressed nor felt. And in this situation poetry proved an invaluable emotional resource.


On 4 March 1844 she completed her first long fantasy poem, The Water Spirit’s Song, running to 68 lines in three rolling periods, with a wave-like rhythm and conspicuous feminine endings. The story is that of a naiad who departs each evening from her daytime station under a waterfall to join her sister, Queen of the Ocean, in the vast depths, where






   the mermaidens sing plaintively


   Beneath the deep blue ocean,


And to their song the green fishes dance


   With undulating motion.


And the cold bright moon looks down on us …








Truth to tell, up to this point Christina’s verse displayed little real promise. Had it not been so self-consciously copied into the notebook, it would hardly be taken to presage an exceptional talent. And in many ways this piece too is naive and derivative, inspired by Tennyson’s mermaids and mermen, who frolic ‘merrily’ all night, and by water-nymph stories such as Undine. But the skill that enabled Christina, at age thirteen, to imitate such works is less striking than the expression of feeling, through intense mesmeric rhythms and cool, watery imagery. The atmosphere is cold but compelling, and vividly conveys the desire to float amid swaying waves. Moreover, the twin motifs of this fantasy – the wish to escape and be reunited with a sister – surely point to recent events, notably Maria’s departure.


The next samples of her work were Italian imitations, exercises in the pastoral style favoured by her father and grandfather. Papa had indeed returned to poetic composition as his eyesight failed, abandoning the libri mistici. In Christina’s Pitia a Damone (20 April 1844), the shepherd declares himself ready to die for his beloved. In The Faithless Shepherdess (17 June 1844), he complains of her inconstancy. In Ariadne to Theseus (18 June 1844) the deserted Ariadne bewails the king’s perfidy in lines of operatic mimicry, to which Maria added a prim note reading: ‘The reader may perhaps detect in these verses a resemblance to an idea in one of Pietro Metastasio’s dramas’. With sudden enthusiasm Christina was losing herself in the writing of this eighteenth-century court poet whose works included La Clemenza di Tito and Dido Abandonata. Clearly, Metastasio’s baroque world of declamatory outpourings over love and betrayal offered a model for legitimate expression of grief in her own pieces, indirectly lamenting the woes that had befallen the family.


Another important influence was the work of Maturin, whose novels Christina now read for herself – wild historical adventure-romances, with elaborate plots, vivid characterisation a good deal of sexual feeling, and a beguiling if tinselly blend of worldly wisdom and moral sensibility that barely modifies the sensationalism. They were similar to the romances mocked by Jane Austen in Sense and Sensibility and several, including The Wild Irish Boy and Melmoth the Wanderer contain strong male and female characters, offering readers of both sexes a focus of identification, with stirring action and superbly doomed love interest. (Teenage readers seem the most appropriate audience, although the books were of course written for adults and had powerful influence throughout Europe, on Balzac, Baudelaire, Oscar Wilde.)


Melmoth, Christina’s favourite, was a fierce and fantastical three-decker drama, whose shape-shifting central character has sold his soul to the Devil and is searching for love to redeem it. It also includes  gruesome torture by the Spanish Inquisition, and tales of valour among lords and ladies in the ‘olden dayes’; but Christina’s imagination was caught by the tale of beautiful Immalee, heroine and child of nature, reared on a tropical island, who is seduced by Melmoth and transported to Spain where she is discovered to be Isidora, daughter of a nobleman. Like Eve or Miranda she is introduced to knowledge of the world, and learns to weep and fear, dreaming always of her lost innocence. Melmoth is a version of the demon lover, and after many sufferings Isidora is imprisoned in a dungeon where she kills her daughter and dies with absolution on her lips. The priest promises palm-wreaths in paradise. ‘Paradise!’ utters Isidora with her last breath in a mixture of fear and longing – ‘Will he be there?’ It was an ending that had a long-lasting hold on Christina’s creative imagination, strangely but strongly linked to some deep emotion.


Such works clearly supplied a need, but their sensationalism did not occlude her sense of the absurd. The melodramatic poem on Ariadne, for example, was followed by a mordant quatrain on Albinia:






The roses lingered in her cheeks


   When fair Albinia fainted;


O gentle reader, could it be


   That fair Albinia painted?








Satire was another neo-classic resource, and this ironic strain acted as counterpoint to both the ‘high poetic’ and devotional verses of Christina’s adolescence. In August she completed a ballad called Despair, in which a medieval squire operatically laments his lost love, whose ghost he sees returning, until she is revealed as the maidservant bearing a lamp along the corridor. Whatever the consolations of melodrama, wit and humour also helped make things bearable.


Compositions poured forth in this period, reflecting immediate reading but also foreshadowing the motifs of Christina’s life’s work. Pious shepherds replaced faithless ones in an unseasonal Christmas hymn at midsummer, followed on 2 July by Love and Death – a title encapsulating her poetic obsessions – describing Lady Bianca’s elopement in a sea-going gondola. Clasped to each other, the fantasy lovers sink to a watery grave, the first of many to suffer such fate in Christina’s verse. This too owed something to the story of Undine (Maclise’s painting of the water-spirit was the star of this year’s Royal Academy, bought by the Queen for Prince Albert) but it also betrays the powerful influence of Gabriel’s translation of Lenore, in which a ghostly horseman returns to claim his wife: 






The churchyard troop – a ghostly group –


   Close around the dying girl;


Out and in they hurry and spin


   Through the dance’s weary whirl …








Gothick tales of love and death in this very mode were to be constant themes throughout Christina’s writing.


It was now even clearer that she was following her father’s footsteps, for it was to poetic composition that he returned as his sight failed. ‘To live and nought to do I cannot brook,’ he lamented. ‘A poet I began, a poet end’. He revised earlier pieces and then started a new long work entitled Il Veggente in Solitudine (The Seer in Solitude). Other members of the family had to copy out these texts. Although Gabriele did not lose his sight, taking instead to strong spectacles, he never lost the fear that he would do so; acting as amanuensis was one way the children could assist and also relieve Mamma, who also undertook much copying.


In Il Veggente, Gabriele paid tribute to ‘Francesca, i miei martiri’, and eulogised the ‘four tokens’ of their fruitful love, including dark-haired Maria, whose fervid eyes reflected her father’s ardent soul, and Christina, cast in her mother’s image. Both girls, he declared, reminded him of Francesca as a young woman; from her they inherited a soul in harmony with the Muses which, combining with his own, shone with doubled splendour. This rather convoluted image suggests both an acknowledgement of Christina’s literary gift, and a sense of her approaching womanhood.


In December 1844 William gave his sister – as a birthday or Christmas gift, or because, having discovered Shelley, he was shedding religious books – a little anthology entitled The Sacred Harp, earlier presented to him at school for good conduct and evidently now considered more appropriate for a girl. Piously, she noted ‘beautiful’ lines and sentiments in its pages, many by Mrs Hemans, and it was probably here that she first read George Herbert, whose Misery and Virtue she copied out into her mother’s commonplace book, supplementing them with stanzas of her own entitled Charity, to which Maria added a careful note, explaining that that they were ‘imitated from that beautiful little poem “Virtue” by George Herbert’.


The boys were growing up and away. For the second year running, Gabriel was in Boulogne, with old exile friends of Papa. He wrote William enviable letters about excursions and engravings, and contracted mild smallpox, which prevented his return at Christmas. At the beginning of February he rejoiced to hear that ‘the prospect of employment’ had been secured for William who, it had been decided, must leave school, aged fifteen. Through the patronage of a family friend a job was found in the government tax office, where he reluctantly started work on 6 February 1845, at an annual salary of £80.


It was thought that Gabriel, too, should start earning, and he was sent to one of the new railway telegraph offices in search of a similar post. But such prospects formed no part of his plans, and he simply declined to alter his position as favoured son. He continued at art school, aiming for the Royal Academy Schools but not working especially hard, and tending to ignore family demands. He was, he confessed later, temperamentally unable to undertake anything imposed as an obligation: ‘what I ought to do is what I can’t do,’ he said. In the evenings William, making no friends at work, fell in with his brother’s circle, so the boys were less at home. Papa no longer commanded the domestic scene. ‘I am always alone, for everybody in this house has undertaken work of one kind or another to earn a living,’ he told a compatriot, adding with a touch of his old vainglory ‘and yet all of them put together cannot make the half of what I used to make myself’ – which was true but pathetic and partly inaccurate, since he was not ‘all alone’, but with Christina. Later, William recalled that she was good at chess, like their father who had taught them to play and it is probable that she was encouraged to play with him in these difficult years to keep him from brooding on his troubles. As at cards, she was a spirited player, keen to win.


Thus Christina and her father were daily companions. A visitor’s glimpse into the front parlour at Charlotte Street a little later gives a vivid picture of how they spent their time. Here, one dark afternoon, there was to be seen




an old gentleman sitting by the fire in a great chair, the table drawn close to his chair, with a thick manuscript book open before him and the largest snuff box I ever saw beside it … He had a black cap on his head furnished with a great peak or shade for the eyes …


By the window was a high narrow reading desk at which stood writing a slight girl with a serious regular profile, dark against the pallid wintry light without. [She] turned on my entrance, made the most formal and graceful curtsey, and resumed her writing, and the old gentleman signed to a chair for my sitting down.





In her poems, Corydon and Phillis and their British ballad equivalents continued to feature, alongside pious pieces on the transient beauties of earth and the eternal joys of heaven. All were superficially sophisticated but conveyed little sense of true feeling. Perhaps they served more importantly to conceal emotion, or keep untractable feelings at bay. In March 1845 came two very sombre pieces – The Last  Words of St Telemachus and Burial Anthem – treated of death as a consummation devoutly to be wished. ‘Oh! wherefore mourn that I at last should be at liberty?’ asks the martyr, while Burial Anthem  envies the dead, for the living have still ‘our weary race to run, In doubt and want and sin and pain’. Given Gabriele Rossetti’s self-dramatising tendency to lament his approaching end, these verses – for whose occasion William later, unconvincingly, proffered the death of ‘some young clergyman esteemed in our household’ – seem to represent in part a poetic resolution of the fears aroused by the idea that Papa was dying. Submerged in the piety, however, are hints of resentment at being abandoned, together with the reiterated statement that life is dreary and desolate, as it may well have seemed to the author.


Unacknowledged resentment – repressed because too unfilial to allow – has often coloured the experience of daughters obliged to attend their parents. While there is no evidence of overt resistance on Christina’s part, there are also surprisingly few expressions of affection for her father, especially in comparison with her lifelong devotion to her mother which almost amounted to worship. In her work, mothers are idealised, fathers are absent, a configuration that may have its origin in her conflicting feelings during these adolescent years, when she felt resentful, and ashamed of so feeling, as her father’s cheerful boasts and hugs were replaced by embarrassing frailty and wheedling self-pity. Perhaps, too, Papa made excessive demands, confusing Christina’s companionate role with that of his absent wife, whom she so resembled in his eyes (though William denied the likeness) – behaviour that in a previously loved and admired father would be truly pitiable but also frightening to his bewildered daughter. Outwardly, she maintained a daughterly dutifulness, and indeed for the rest of her life showed what William called ‘a rather unusual feeling of deference for “the head of the family”, whoever he might be, which was more Italian than English’ – largely, it seems, in reaction to the waning of paternal strength in her teenage years when she felt its lack most keenly.


Gabriel, by contrast, was openly disrespectful, provoking Papa to anger. To soothe matters Mamma extracted an apology, but the decay of authority was plain.


*


These difficult years coincided with those in which Christina reached puberty, and had to adjust to the physical signs of womanhood in a culture that – so it seems – suppressed all mention of budding breasts, bodyhair and monthly bleeding. ‘Females generally begin to menstruate about the age of fifteen,’ noted Domestic Medicine, though in fact menstruation is also linked to body weight and, as Christina was well-developed for her age, it is likely that she had her first periods in 1845. This was considered a highly critical time by the medical profession, in which the whole future health of a woman might be determined, and the mood changes of adolescence were treated as incipient illness. Some doctors prescribed powdered steel, or iron filings steeped in beer (to counteract anaemia) together with potions made from bitter aloes and myrrh, and recommended that girls undergoing difficult or delayed menstruation be kept indoors. Domestic Medicine advised otherwise, suggesting fresh air, wholesome food, sufficient exercise and pleasant amusements. There was detailed advice on diet and on the dangers of catching cold while ‘out of order’. Moreover, girls should be kept cheerful, as ‘anger, fear, grief and other affections of the mind’ caused incurable obstructions to the menstrual flow. Amenorrhoea seems to have been the chief worry; excessive menstruation was treated with a reduced diet and blood-letting, by cup or leech.


Christina was familiar with leeches: later she joked that they made for the door whenever faced with her flesh. And by the spring of 1845 something was seriously wrong with her. In Lines to my Grandfather, composed on 1 May, she apologised for lack of inspiration:






My muse of late was not prolific;


   And sometimes I must feel


To make a verse a task terrific,


   Rather of woe than weal.








She was forcing herself. It was a strained poem, and the last for several months.


‘In innate character she was vivacious, and open to pleasurable impressions,’ wrote William, ‘and during her girlhood, one might readily have supposed that she would develop into a woman of expansive heart, fond of society and diversions and taking a part in them of more than average brilliancy. What came to pass was of course quite the contrary.’


Many subsequent biographers have felt the same sense of disappointment, watching Christina change from ‘a quick-tempered but very affectionate little girl, full of whims and fancies’ to a painfully controlled young woman, ‘retiring, introverted, mistrustful of the world and of her own self’. The transformation is mirrored in her own story Hero, where the lively fifteen-year-old heroine, who mistakenly thinks her father and sweetheart do not love her as they did, undergoes a similar alteration. Her demeanour darkens, and ‘her face, always beautiful, lost its expression of gay sweetness; her temper became capricious, and instead of cheerful airs she would sing snatches of plaintive or bitter songs’. She pines away in inexplicable discontent, ‘sick alike of herself and others’.


Christina’s moodiness was accompanied by occasional violent outbursts that recalled her juvenile tantrums and were themselves the cause of self-lacerating guilt. These explosions were long remembered, and she retained the memory of a protracted struggle to attain a properly subdued temper. ‘Ask William, who knew me in my early stormy days,’ she said at the age of fifty-two, ‘he could a tale unfold.’


One of the tales William knew but did not unfold was related when his daughter Helen was guilty of ‘an outburst of unseemly temper’ as a child. ‘You must not imagine,’ Christina told her sobbing niece, ‘that your Aunt was always the calm and sedate person you now behold:




I, too, had a very passionate temper … On one occasion, being rebuked by my dear Mother for some fault, I seized upon a pair of scissors, and ripped up my arm to vent my wrath.





Such violent self-mutilating gestures are more characteristic of troubled adolescence than childhood, and frequently allied to self-hatred, as anger is turned in on the self. It seems likely that Christina’s ungovernable explosions of rage and remorse were keenly felt as failures in self-control in her teenage years, when philosophic calm was most needed but hard to attain. Maria and William had cause for grievance, but remained good-tempered, as did poor Mamma, whose worries were only increased by Christina’s outbursts. So she buried her anger and resentment, only to find them erupting on inappropriate occasions, causing more grief and guilt. Ripping her arm was an eloquent gesture of self-hatred.


Virtual silence surrounds the breakdown in her health over the summer of 1845: William said only that she was ‘ill’. But the distress, violence and personality change were accompanied by physical symptoms not easy to diagnose. She was examined by a number of eminent physicians, including Sir Thomas Watson, former professor of medicine at King’s College Hospital, the acknowledged doyen of the medical world, and Sir Charles Locock, the Queen’s gynaecologist. Also consulted were Dr Latham, who had a double career in medicine and letters, and Dr Charles Hare, who became a distinguished physician. None seemed able to identity the problem. William understood only that in the end they decided that she was suffering from ‘angina pectoris (actual or supposed) of which after some long time she seemed cured’. This diagnosis seems unlikely, for though heart disease occurs in the young, it is not readily cured; but presumably it indicated her symptoms: chest spasms and constriction,  a feeling of suffocation, palpitations, possibly fainting fits. There is no evidence that she lost weight, but she certainly lost all stamina and animation, falling into extreme weakness and lassitude. At this distance it is not possible to offer a definitive diagnosis, but hysteria and depression suggest themselves. At the age of fourteen she was suffering a severe nervous breakdown, just eighteen months after her father’s collapse.


Around this time, as if in identification, she copied into her mother’s commonplace book two long extracts from Wordsworth’s The  Excursion – evidently the result of current reading – which describe despair and personality change in young women. The first passage is that known as ‘The Ruined Cottage’, a sad tale of a woman whose rustic felicity is blighted by her husband’s desertion. Margaret’s spirits sink, home and garden and child are neglected:






… I many days


About the fields I wander, knowing this


Only, that what I seek I cannot find;


And so I waste my time: for I am changed,


And to myself”, said she, “have done much wrong


And to this helpless infant. I have slept


Weeping, and weeping have I waked; my tears


Have flowed as if my body were not such


As others are …








Teenagers are apt to prefer melancholy themes but a personal element enters into the choice: was Christina trying to tell Mamma how she was feeling? Her second extract covered ten further pages, relating the tragic tale of Ellen, who is betrayed by her village swain, bears an illegitimate child and then dies of shame, ‘a weeping Magdalene’ waiting only for God to take her ‘into that pure and unknown world of love Where injury cannot come’. On the face of it, this was an unexpected extract to choose, turning as it does on sexual transgression. But evidently something in both Margaret’s depression and Ellen’s distress answered to Christina’s need.


In September she was sent away on holiday – the first time she had been out of London for six years, as she so clearly recalled with that memory of being pent up until ‘a great girl of fourteen’. Still far from well, she sent a shaky letter to William, twice repeating what a labour it was to write, yet trying to summon some sprightliness by joking that ‘all sorts of accomplishments’ had showered down on his talented sister. She had learnt backgammon, and had ‘coursed gallantly’ on a sedate pony, who had broken into a trot. But after two paragraphs the letter was abandoned, to be briefly completed the next day, with apologies. Reading it, one can hardly doubt that she had been very sick.


She was in the country with the Read family, to whose daughters Maria was now governess, having left the Rev. Lord Charles Thynne’s household after little more than a year. The Reads, who also had a London house in the city, were a pleasant family whose daughters Lucy and Bessie were not much younger than Christina. ‘I knew her when I was fourteen and she about twelve’, she reminded William when some forty years later she received a visit from the now middle-aged Lucy, adding with affection that there was something very agreeable in seeing such an old acquaintance. At the time, helping Maria entertain the girls with board games, pony rides and the like must have provided a welcome break from the gloom of Charlotte Street. On her return home, Christina began saving used stamps for Bessie’s collection and six months later sent a hundred specimens, with a complimentary poem to her young friend.


However, the holiday did not restore Christina’s health, which grew worryingly worse. More medical consultations followed. In November Dr Hare became her physician, and a month later wrote a memorandum on her condition, which was preserved and partly published by her first biographer. This noted that she was ‘fully the middle stature; appears older than she really is – 15; hair brown; complexion brunette; but she is now pale (anaemic). Conformation good.’ More intimate observations would have been withheld from publication for the sake of decorum, so this tells us little except that Christina was physically mature for her age, but appeared pale and listless; perhaps iron filings steeped in ale were prescribed. But the memorandum contained further, unpublished, remarks, according to a later informant:




a question arose … while this biography was being written … as to whether a notice should be inserted of the fact that the doctor who attended on Christina Rossetti when she was about 16–18 said that she was then more or less out of her mind (suffering, in fact, from a form of insanity, I believe a kind of religious mania); and for obvious reasons it was determined that this fact should be omitted, tho’ the doctor’s good faith was not impugned.





Was Christina insane in her mid-teens? Today, an adolescent breakdown might not be seen as a form of insanity, though Virginia Stephen’s comparable collapse at thirteen, following the death of her mother, was the first manifestation of her recurrent mental derangement. In the 1840s, however, ‘religious mania’, the form of insanity suggested by Hare, was a recognised medical diagnosis, given to states of excessive self-blame. Papa alluded to the tendency in himself, noting that insomnia and anxiety had caused him to become ‘like one of those people of exaggerated piety who think that in their most insignificant action they have committed a mortal sin’ and Domestic Medicine glossed ‘religious melancholy’ in terms that are similar to modern accounts of clinical depression:




A perpetual gloom hangs over their countenances, while the deepest melancholy preys upon their mind. At length the fairest prospects vanish, everything puts on a dismal appearance, and those very objects which ought to give delight afford nothing but disgust …





Depression is commonly linked to half-perceived guilt and children sometimes feel obscurely responsible for catastrophes afflicting their family, blaming themselves for having been selfish, disobedient or angry. As the incident with the scissors suggests, Christina’s melancholy was allied to self-castigation, and all her life she was apt to think of herself as sinful. This recurrent motif expressed itself in poems of extreme hatred for her loathsome, leprous self, in the attempt to exercise the evil lurking within like a horned and abominable beast.


The religious tenor of the time placed a great value on the virtues of self-denial, and William remembered that his sister, who had been so ‘fond of society and diversions’, soon determined never again to go to plays and operas, and also gave up playing chess, which she loved, ‘simply because it made her too eager for a win’ – though this sacrifice of an innocent amusement may have concealed a different problem if, at the chessboard, Papa did not like losing to his daughter. Over the next few months she retreated behind a mask of external self-control, and polite stiffness. Like all girls she had been trained in the arts of courtesy and conversation, which were now employed to hollow excess. Henceforth, her true feelings were almost always concealed from others – and even, one sometimes feels, from herself – by habitual reserve. All impetuosity and openness vanished, and William watched as her ‘naturally warm and free temperament’ became as ‘a fountain sealed’ – a quotation Christina repeatedly invoked in allusion to the Bride of the Canticles: ‘A garden inclosed is my sister, my spouse, a spring shut up, a fountain sealed.’


Curiously, the author of Domestic Medicine advised those sinking into religious melancholy not to dwell on their faults but to ‘write a book’, as an infallible remedy. Was this Dr Hare’s advice? On 3 December 1845, after six months’ poetic silence, Christina again took up her pen, and the first poem to be entered into the notebook after her breakdown, headed Hope in Grief, expressed an anguish that is still painful to read:






Tell me not that death of grief


Is the only sure relief.


Tell me not that hope when dead


Leaves a void that naught can fill,


Gnawings that may not be fed.


Tell me not there is no skill


That can bind the breaking heart,


That can soothe the bitter smart,


When we find ourselves betrayed,


When we find ourselves forsaken,


By those for whom we would have laid


Our young lives down, nor wished to waken.


Say not that life is to all


But a gaily coloured pall,


Hiding with its deceitful glow


The hearts that break beneath it,


Engulphing as they anguished flow


The scalding tears that seethe it.


Say not, vain this world’s turmoil,


Vain its trouble and its toil,


All its hopes and fears are vain,


Long unmitigated pain.


What though we should be deceived


By the friend that we love best?


All in this world have been grieved,


Yet many have found rest.


Our present life is as the night,


Our future as the morning light:


Surely the night must pass way


And surely will uprise the day.








The sophisticated use of rhetorical denial and inversion does not obscure the desolate emotion of these couplets, written on the eve of Christina’s fifteenth birthday, at the end of a long and painful year.




Notes


1 I thank God: MFR to GR Jan 1846, Waller 17


2 to live and nought: Autobiography 102


3 Both girls: Il Veggente in Solitudine, 1846, 344


4 imitated from Herbert: BL Ashley 1362


5 temperamentally unable: FLM i, 93


6 always alone: GR to Giuseppe Ricciardi, Waller 157


7 good at chess: PWs lxvi and FLM i, 41


8 an old gentleman: Scott i, 247


8 young clergyman: PWs 465


9 resentment: see R. Seidenberg and C. Papathomopoulos, ‘Daughters who tend their Fathers’, in The Psychoanalytic Study of Society, vol. 2, 1962


10 unusual deference: PWs lxvi


11 leeches: see below chapter 8


12 innate character: PWs lxvi


13 quick tempered: Battiscombe 28


14 Ask William: CGR to LMB 24 Aug 1883


15 passionate temper: Helen Rossetti Angeli, quoted Packer 10


16 angina pectoris: PWs 1


17 shaky letter: CGR to WMR 17/18 Sep 1845.


18 I knew her: CGR to WMR 25 Mar 1887. In June 1846 MFR left the Reads, when Mrs Read fell ill.


19 Hare’s memorandum: see James A. Kohl, ‘A Medical Comment on Christina Rossetti’, Notes & Queries, 1968, 423. The note was written in Jan 18uary 1898 on a blank page of a presentation copy of Bell, by L. Godfrey Bilchett of Epsom, who had the story secondhand, not directly from Bell.


20 exaggerated piety: see Doughty 1949, 18


21 fond of society: PWs lxvi
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Sin and Sisterhoods





ADOLESCENT BREAKDOWN was not uncommon among Victorian girls, as they struggled to tailor their natures to fit the prescribed mould. At the age of fifteen, Elizabeth Barrett, who had been a robust child, developed a disabling illness, suffering convulsive paroxysms, palpitations and chest pain, which turned her into an invalid and was accompanied by a personality change from childish self-assertion to habitual self-restraint. At a similar age Catherine Booth suffered a mysterious ‘spinal attack’ and fell into invalidism before finding her vocation as co-founder of the Salvation Army. At seventeen, Florence Nightingale went through a crisis caused by her desire for meaningful work, and for several years suffered recurrent collapses, fainting fits and strange trances in which she had vainglorious fantasies of heroic deeds. Counselled against selfishness, she sought refuge in religious submission, only to feel guilty of nameless sins.


Wilful in childhood, Christina had enjoyed a relatively egalitarian upbringing, and it is perhaps understandable that her adolescent breakdown coincided with the reining in of her spirited personality to fit the requirements of Victorian femininity, with its stress on sweetness, submission, self-sacrifice. But it was also her fate to experience this under the powerful religious influence of the Tractarian preachers Edward Bouverie Pusey and William Dodsworth, which explains why her breakdown took the form of religious melancholy and sense of sinfulness. For the religious atmosphere fermented by these men and their colleagues was particularly targeted at young women.


In the Church of England the evangelical zeal of the 1820s had been replaced by the nascent High Church or Oxford Movement headed by Pusey, John Keble, William Manning and John Henry Newman. Frances Rossetti remained a deep but simple believer, stirred neither by fervour nor doubts and with enough commonsense not to trouble over inconsistencies in the Bible, nor to become ‘the slave of every irrational dogma propounded by old women in or out of cassocks,’ as the freethinking William put it. But in 1843 she moved her allegiance from St Katherine’s Chapel to Christ Church, Albany Street – still conveniently close to Park Village – which had been established on a rising tide of High Anglican ardour. Located between the stuccoed terraces of Regents Park and the slum terraces of Cumberland Market, Christ Church soon became a main London centre of the movement, under Rev. Dodsworth, Pusey’s intense, passionate and persuasive disciple.


The boys were hardly affected and neither went forward to confirmation. William, shocked in childhood by God’s commendation of Jehu’s treachery, decided at fourteen that he believed nothing of Christian doctrine, and soon ceased churchgoing entirely. No one in the family, he noted, ever mentioned this backsliding. Both sisters, however, with Maria leading the way, were swept into the Anglo-Catholic persuasion, which argued that the Church of England was direct heir to the apostolic succession, rather than to the Lutheran tradition; as stated in the Creed, it was part of ‘the Holy Catholick Church’, believing inter alia in the Communion of Saints and the Remission of Sins. There followed attempts to return to the liturgical traditions of the pre-Reformation Church, with the reinstatement of weekly communion preceded by confession, with vestments, crucifixes, candles, incense, a sung liturgy and other practices associated with the Roman Church – ‘smells and bells’ as it was dubbed by opponents. The accompanying theology was elaborated in Tracts for the Times, chiefly promoted by Newman, together with published sermons and volumes of sacred verse such as his Lyra Apostolica (1836) and Keble’s hugely popular The Christian Year (1827) and his more explicitly Tractarian Lyra Innocentium (1846). As in other forms of religious evangelism, the Tractarians proselytised among the young, aiming to attract both men and women through a mission of spiritual renewal.


The influence of pietism on Christina’s own work was already evident. Derived originally from Evangelical hymns, this was then reinforced by Tractarian verse and seventeenth-century writers rediscovered by the High Anglicans. This tradition was important, since it gave moral legitimacy to poetry which otherwise, in the wake of the Romantics, was accused of sensuousness, freethought and immorality; aunt Margaret once intervened when she heard that Gabriel was proposing to read Shelley. Keble by contrast laid out a devotional path which Christina’s literary impulses could commendably follow. As indeed she read in Maria’s well-thumbed Christian Year, those whose ‘hearts beat with the pulse of poetry’ were urged to sing for God’s sake, as the earthly equivalent of angelic harps. Indeed, Christina’s desperate lines ‘Tell me not that death of grief’ were clearly written in direct response to the homilectic instruction contained in Keble’s St John’s Day to trust in the Lord’s ‘sure relief’. ‘When the shore is won at last, Who will count the billows past?’ he assured those in sorrow and pain.


At Christ Church, where the congregation included many titled and eminent persons, Dodsworth was a charismatic figure, a man of ‘great force of character’ and ‘telling eloquence’. He instituted daily services and saints’ days, employed curates and built up an atmosphere of pioneering piety, in which an essential ingredient was his success in attracting other notable Anglo-Catholic preachers.


‘We have had Pusey and Manning preaching here lately, the former three times,’ noted parishioner Sara Coleridge in July 1845, giving a vivid account of Pusey’s style:




He is certainly, to my feelings, more impressive than anyone else in the pulpit, though he has not one of the graces of oratory. His discourse is generally a rhapsody, describing with infinite repetition and accumulativeness, the wickedness of sin, the worthlessness of earth, and the blessedness of heaven. He is as still as a statue all the time he is uttering it, looks as white as a sheet, and is as monotonous as possible in delivery. While listening to him, you do not seem to see and hear a preacher, but to have visible before you a most earnest and devout spirit, striving to carry out in this world a high religious theory.





If Pusey’s fervour had such impact on the middle-aged and rational Mrs Coleridge, one may imagine how it would have been for an impressionable girl, listening in a depressed and anxious state. Rather uncannily, the chief qualities of Christina’s mature verse can be described in similar terms: rhapsody, repetition, accumulativeness, the worthlessness of earth and the blessedness of heaven.


Whoever the preacher, the Sunday sermon at Christ Church was an important weekly event. To Dodsworth, who had been a millenarian before he was a Tractarian, Advent was a key church season, signalling the imminence of the Second Coming. Under his influence Maria confessed to looking with horror on the Egyptian mummies in the British Museum, lest while she watched the General Resurrection took place, a vivid intimation of chiliastic thought. Christina too was directly influenced: the day after the anguished Hope in Grief, she concluded one of two long songs with the adjuration to those ‘dreary with a cureless woe’ to think upon the End of Time, followed by Mother and Child, a pious piece in which the child longs for heaven and in March by Lady Isabella who is already dead, all her sins forgiven.


In addition to menacing admonitions, Anglo-Catholics urged worshippers to consecrate their lives to God, using rediscovered hagiography and saints’ stories as models of Christian sacrifice. Virgin martyrs were particularly praised in a book by Rev. J. M. Neale, comparing the higher destiny offered to women by the Holy Chuch, with the pagan slavery of wifehood. Grisly descriptions of the tortures suffered by SS. Lucy, Agnes, Agatha and the rest were concluded with the pious hope that the grace that enabled them to endure was still mighty, to work in a different manner but to the same end. ‘God grant that England may see many such, if not in circumstances, yet in spirit!’ Neale declared.


Pusey’s particular mission was the restoration of religious orders within the Anglican church, and specifically the revival of conventual life for women, unknown in England since the Dissolution. He earmarked his own daughter Lucy for the religious life and although she died before this could be accomplished, on the day of her funeral in 1844 he held a meeting with Dodsworth and others to discuss proposals for a holy community of women living under a religious Rule. It thus came about that the first Anglican Sisterhood was planned in the Christ Church parish, and located in Park Village West, not far from the Polidoris’ home, inspired, in the words of the Christ Church historian, by Pusey’s ‘opinion of Dodsworth, his sense of the exceptional zeal of some members of the congregation, and his knowledge of the many poor in this populous district’.


Postulants were sought by word of mouth, in an atmosphere of semi-clandestine excitement owing to hostility to nunneries as a sort of papist fifth column, or a furtive challenge to parochial and parental control. But precisely because women drawn to vows by their spiritual fathers in Christ often faced family opposition, sisterhoods offered not only a life of service that accorded with the feminine ideal but also the glamour of being pioneers, even martyrs, in a holy cause. Admittedly, much of this was manufactured by the clerics. Dodsworth for instance wanted to keep the rules at Park Village secret. ‘People have no business to inquire how the Sisters regulate their dress or diet – or their devotions,’ he wrote to Pusey. ‘Confession should not be required, but I suppose it will be practised.’


In spring 1845, the Park Village Sisterhood came into existence, with three members, received in floods of tears by Pusey and Dodsworth, who made their first appearance at Christ Church on Easter Sunday, dressed in simple black habits, cloaks and bonnets. One can imagine the thrill and awe this caused among fellow worshippers, including the Polidori and Rossetti sisters. A month earlier, Christina had written her lines on the martyr St Telemachus, ending with an invocation of faith. A month or so later she suffered the breakdown that her doctor diagnosed as religious mania. The time and place were evidently conducive to an adolescent crisis taking a religious cast.


As William later remarked, in all seriousness, Maria would gladly have gone to the stake for any tenet of faith she held sacred, such as the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist, and was strongly drawn towards taking the veil. ‘Mamma, should you mind my being a nun?’ asks Maude Foster, the heroine of Christina’s first full-length story. ‘Yes, my dear; it would make me miserable,’ comes the firm reply, no doubt echoed in life by Frances Rossetti. Christina herself confessed to a ‘romantic impulse’ towards the convent ‘like many young people’ and her story was in part a dramatisation of the impulse in its complexities. Maude and her cousin Agnes discuss a friend who has taken vows:




‘… perhaps you are not aware that poor Magdalen has done with albums and such like, at least for the present: she has entered on her noviciate in the Sisterhood of Mercy established near our house.’


‘Why poor?’ said Maude. ‘I think she is very happy.’


‘Surely you would not like such a life,’ rejoined her cousin. ‘They have no proper clothes on their beds, and never go out without a thick veil, which must half blind them. All day long they are at prayers, or teaching children, or attending the sick, or making things for the poor, or something. Is that to your taste?’





Nevertheless, Agnes admiringly obtains a lock of Magdalen’s shorn hair, saying, ‘It makes me sad to look at it; yet I know she has chosen well; and will, if she perseveres, receive hereafter an abundant recompense for all she has foregone here.’


In practice, the Park Village Sisterhood only admitted adult women, Pusey being well aware that to recruit young girls would bring instant charges of abduction. And in practice the Rossetti sisters were pulled into parochial work, just as Maude’s friends embroider lectern cloths, rise at six to make garments for the poor and save their pocket money to help sick children. Aunt Eliza took on district visiting in the Christ Church area, with which her nieces assisted, and it is possible that like Maude Christina was offered a parish ‘district’ of her own, which she declined, feeling ill-equipped to ‘talk to the poor people’ or do the slightest good in this field.


Poor Maude, indeed, feels unworthy of everything pertaining to goodness, and the novella is largely the history of her spiritual crisis, at the age of fifteen. Like her author she is obscurely troubled, and painfully preoccupied. She envies her cheerful cousins, and on Christmas Eve is found alone in her room, in distress. She cannot receive holy communion, she asserts:




I will not profane Holy Things. I will not add this to all the rest … I have gone over and over, thinking I should come right in time and I do not come right …


You partake of the Blessed Sacrament in peace, Agnes, for you are good; and Mary, for she is harmless: but … I am neither the one nor the other. Some day I may be fit again to approach the Holy Altar, but till then I will at least refrain from dishonouring it.





Baffled, Agnes beseeches her to reconsider, but Maude is desperately stubborn, repeating only, ‘It is of no use; I cannot go tomorrow; it is of no use.’


Her sense of unworthiness has no clear cause in the story; but the Prayerbook text for Holy Communion, which Christina studied in preparation for confirmation, states plainly: ‘for as the benefit is great … so is the danger great if we receive the same unworthily. For then we be guilty of the body, and blood of Christ our Saviour. We eat and drink our own damnation …’


Later Christina alluded to her breakdown in such a way as to suggest it was a spiritual crisis well known in the family. When near the end of his life Gabriel suffered acute remorse regarding his long-past act of filial disrespect, she wrote to comfort him, saying:




I want to assure you that, however harassed by memory or by anxiety you may be, I have (more or less) heretofore gone through the same ordeal. I have borne myself till I became unbearable to myself, and then I have found help in confession and absolution and spiritual counsel, and relief inexpressible. Twice in my life I tried to suffice myself with measures short of this, but nothing would do; the first time was of course in my youth before my general confession.





Both this account and Maude’s agonised self-criticism indicate the importance placed by the Puseyites on coming ‘holy and clean’ to communion, for central to High Church theology was a wholly Puritan sense of sinfulness, as in the Commination which heralded Lent:




For now is the axe put unto the root of the tree, so that every tree that bringeth forth not good fruit is hewn down and cast into the fire. It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God: He shall pour down rain upon the sinner, snares, fire and brimstone, storm and tempest …





Taken to extremes, this was matter for masochism. As Pusey declared in 1844:




I am scarred all over and seamed with sin, so that I am a monster to myself … I loathe myself; I can feel of myself only like one covered with leprosy from head to foot.





The need to cleanse the soul in order to receive joy with forgiveness, like a ray of light in darkness was the constant theme of his preaching. In a born-again manner, young and old were exhorted to repent, repent!


At the time of her breakdown, Christina was being prepared for confirmation, by Dodsworth or one of his curates. Her collapse intervened and it was probably not until the following year that she returned for instruction, with its heavy stress on self-abasement. Into her mother’s commonplace book she copied a telling passage by Mrs Coleridge’s father on the humble acceptance of poverty and in praise of George Herbert (quoting the lines ‘Who would have thought my shrivel’d heart Could have recovered greenness’ which her own work was often to echo), followed by two poems on Mary Magdalene, the biblical model of the repentant sinner, which focused on ‘the leprous state’ of sin. Her own poem on Mary Magdalene, dated 8 February 1846, depicted the saint as a young woman weeping for her ‘great transgression’:






Trembling betwixt hope and fear,


   She sought the King of Heaven,


Forsook the evil of her ways,


   Loved much, and was forgiven.








Identification with the Magdalene was a popular theme in Victorian pietism, and too much need not be made of a fifteen-year-old girl’s choice of a saint known chiefly for sexual sin, especially as it is difficult to judge what a well-brought-up young woman knew of sexual transgression; most probably she simply used the saint as a conventional trope for contrition. But it had a powerful impact, and six weeks later she reworked the motif in Divine and Human Pleading, where the penitent is cast as a man rewarded with a vision of Mary Magdalene with holy fire in her eyes and a crown on her golden hair, who describes her sin as a heavy chain and clog, binding her to earth. ‘It was a stain upon my hands, A curse upon my hearth,’ she says feelingly.


The Magdalene, as it happens, was Dodsworth’s favourite saint. He was currently busy with the inauguration of a daughter church with this dedication in the poorer part of the parish, where a prostitute had been murdered. Many years later William omitted Divine and Human Pleading from his edition of Christina’s collected poems, on the grounds that they were rather ‘preachy’ – which was true but rather puzzling since the same might be said of much of her verse. Perhaps he recalled some direct link with his sister’s troubles at this date, which made him distrust the poem. For it is clear that the subject spoke directly to her heart, giving expression to the burden of obscure guilt and self-blame that chained her soul.


Maude Foster describes the sequel to her spiritual crisis as follows: 




the truth is, for a time I avoided as much as possible frequenting the parish church, for fear of remarks. Mamma, knowing I love St Andrew’s, let me go there very often by myself … I wanted resolution to do right; yet, believe me, I was very miserable; how I could say my prayers at that period was a mystery. So matters went on; till one day as I was returning from a shop, I met Mr Paulson. He enquired immediately whether I had been staying in the country. Of course I answered, No. Had I been ill? Again, No. Then gradually the whole story came out. I shall never forget the shame of my admissions; each word seemed forced from me, yet at last, all was told. I will not repeat all we said then, and on a subsequent occasion when he saw me at church: the end was that I partook of the Holy Communion on Easter Day. That was indeed a Feast.





Filled with a sense of sin and guilt during her breakdown, did Christina avoid the eloquent, forceful Dodsworth by attending another church? She was ill, and Christ Church was not her parish of residence; she was not bound to worship there. Closer to home was St Andrew’s, Wells Street, where the choral music was much admired. Did Christina later meet Dodsworth in the street and confess her dereliction? Did he then counsel her, and offer forgiveness as a prelude to confirmation in 1846, thereby lifting her burden? As she wrote in Divine and Human Pleading:






There is a mighty Power and Grace


   Can loose the heavy chain,


Can free the feet, can cleanse the hands,


   Can purge the hearth again.


                         ….


Weeping I sought the Lord of life,


   Bowed with my shame and sin;


And thereunto my wondering heart


   Love’s searching fire came in.








Confession and absolution was a contested Anglo-Catholic practice, regarded by many as Romanist and by the same token attractive to devotees, who sought out eminent figures as father confessors. One early Anglican Sister recalled the devices that were used to gain an audience with Pusey, for example, saying that ‘the lady (few men went to Confession) who could obtain the privilege, was looked upon with more or less holy envy and felt correspondingly elated’. But it was provided for in the Prayerbook and offered in Pusey’s eyes a means to ‘trace out sin in the lurking corners of our hearts’, as a prelude to all that the penitent craved ‘full present absolute universal forgiveness and release’. Christina’s gratitude for ‘confession and absolution and spiritual counsel’ shows the value she later placed on the practice. And although we can only guess at what made her feel ‘unbearable to herself’ and unable to ‘come right’ in these distressful months, it is probable that like Maude she felt the shame of her admissions, and found relief in clerical forgiveness.


For his part, Dodsworth no doubt stressed the prospective benefits of confessing each and every sin. Recently, Pusey had told Manning of a fourteen-year-old girl, who had been ‘almost miraculously changed’ by confession. ‘All who knew her before ask “What magic has been practised with her”,’ he wrote. He also ascribed most youthful ills to sins against the seventh commandment, by which he meant ‘impurity’ in thought or deed. Most controversially of all, Pusey accompanied absolution by penance, a Catholic practice hardly seen in the English Church. He promoted fasting, especially before Easter, when devotees went without food for three days, he also advocated mortification of the flesh, sending one of his followers a hair shirt telling her it was ‘very penitential’, and also procuring the five-tailed whip known as the ‘discipline’ for two Anglican Sisters to use daily ‘in memory of the scourging of our Lord’. He studied the spiritual exercises devised by the priest who exorcised devils at the convent of Loudun, and in 1848 was persuaded that a young woman who came to him for confession had herself been tried by such forces; indeed, he believed she had actually seen demons.


Things were less hysterical at Christ Church, but still highly charged. In May 1846 Christina completed a dramatic fantasy in which a youthful martyr is led to the stake, all too obviously betraying the sublimation of physical longing in religious arousal:






   Quickened with a fire


   Of sublime desire,


She looked up to heaven and she cried aloud:


   ‘Death, I do entreat thee,


   Come! I go to meet thee,


Wrap me in the whiteness of a virgin shroud.’


                    …


   On she went, on quickly,


   And her breath came thickly


With the longing to see God coming pantingly:


   Now the fire is kindled  …







   Higher, higher mounting,


   The swift moments counting –


Fear is left beneath her, and the chastening rod:


   Tears no more shall blind her;


   Trouble lies behind her;


Satisfied with hopeful rest, and replete with God.








Spiritually, Christina was marked for life by exposure to Puseyite thought. But an enigma remains. As William noted, Maria became ‘serenely or even exuberantly happy’ in her inner self as a result of her faith. Christina, by contrast, acquired ‘an awful sense of unworthiness, shadowed by an awful certainty’ of the reality of hell. For her, Satan’s demons were almost as real as they were to Pusey. Why two sisters, growing up in the same environment, should respond so differently to the same religious influences is a question not easily answered.




Notes


1 slave of irrational dogma: SRs i, 127


2 telling eloquence: Burrows 1887, 10


3 we have had Pusey: Coleridge 1874, 173–4


4 God grant: Neale 1846, 414. Neale’s influence prompted ACS to describe him to WMR as the ‘Rev Alexandre Dumas–de Sade – alias J. M. Neale – who applied an almost matchless gift of exciting dramatic narrative to such refreshing subjects as (for instance) a girl tied naked to a red-hot chair or a matron laid down naked on a bed of red-hot iron nails … he was an absolutely unsurpassed writer of short stories; and a burning and shining light in that particular uppermost “high” branch of the Anglican Church to which our mothers and sisters belonged’: see Lang vi, 1962, 178.


5 opinion of Dodsworth: Burrows 1887, 16


6 people have no business: William Dodsworth to E. B. Pusey, 20 Feb 1845, Williams and Campbell 16


7 romantic impulse: CGR to CG c. 1880


8 I want to assure you: CGR to DGR 2 Dec 1881


9 I am scarred: quoted H. P. Liddon, Clerical Life and Work of E. B. Pusey, 1907, iii, 96


10 two poems: these included Hartley Coleridge’s Multum Dilexit


11 audience with Pusey: N. F. Cusack, The Story of My Life, 1891, 63


12 miraculously changed: quoted Keith Denison, ‘Dr Pusey as Confessor and Spiritual Counsellor’, in Pusey Rediscovered, ed. Perry Butler, SPCK, 1983


13 hairshirt: see Butler 1983


14 awful sense: PWs liv
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