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Introduction



I wear my mask for warmth …

(Winter: My Secret)





Of all the famous poets, she is surely the least known. It was the sudden realisation one day that I knew so little about the poet of Goblin Market that first put me on to her trail. I knew some of her poems well, as most people do; they are ‘floating in the air,’ as Ford Madox Ford said of them. A Birthday, When I am dead, my dearest, In the Bleak Midwinter, Ferry me across the water. But the poems did not seem to fit together to make a coherent shape; they did not define a poet.

It seemed to me that she was quite invisible; I could not summon up a single fact about her, other than that she was the sister of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, who had dug up Lizzie Siddal’s coffin to retrieve his buried poems.

Most of us know nothing more than this; a black-clad figure flitting dimly through the brilliant peacock world of the Pre-Raphaelites. Trawling friends to find out what they know about her, I have elicited the information that she was Dante Gabriel’s wife, that she was a painter, that she died young, or of an overdose of laudanum; none of which is true.

Yet just as a peacock’s glorious colour dissolves on closer scrutiny into refractions and optical effects, so the Pre-Raphaelites seem to get drabber the closer you move to them; while conversely, Christina’s monochrome becomes a complex spectrum of tints and shades, perhaps in the end more interesting than her brother and his friends.

So who then, was Christina Rossetti?

Even her own family found her elusive. Dante Gabriel wrote, trying to pin down her character: ‘Christina – the isolation of a bird, remote, minute and distinct, shy like a bird.’ We know of two suitors; she married neither. The dominating element in her daily life – and perhaps the one which makes it hardest for us in the twentieth century to feel close to her – was religion; religion of an old-fashioned rigidity that turned life into a bitter and constant struggle for spiritual perfection, that elevated Duty and Renunciation above all, that circumscribed and directed her daily ways. Her poetry is full of the sense of bitter choices made and silently endured:



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

None know the choice I made and broke my heart,

Breaking mine idol: I have braced my will

Once, chosen for once my part.





Self-sacrifice, self-denial; today we have little patience with those sad, grey Victorian virtues. But in childhood, she had been wilful and passionate, and William, her other brother said: ‘In innate character she was vivacious, and open to pleasurable impressions; 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.’

So we are presented with a passionate girl who became a self-effacing woman, a writer of sensuous poetry who seemed to deny the senses in her own life, a woman who chose isolation and self-sacrifice amid Pre-Raphaelite splendours. She often exasperated her friends, she has exasperated me, she will exasperate the reader at times. But she had a sense of humour, or rather a sense of fun. It was Christina, not Dante Gabriel, who first fell in love with the wombat in the London Zoo. Sometimes her poetry shocked him by its frankness; she worked with Fallen Women, and campaigned actively against vivisection and child prostitution.

But a poet is to be judged by poetry. Hers is poetry unlike anything else in the nineteenth century, and it was criticised by Ruskin for its metrical daring; it is intense, confessional, egocentric and solipsistic often, but full of honesty.

Her renunciation might be seen as a legitimate response to the pressures of being a talented woman in an anti-feminist society; or as genetic, the result of her continual struggle against the inherited instability that drove her brother to a drug-hazed premature death. It might be partly attributed to the effects upon her at an early age of an inward-turning and restrictive religion; or to the erosion of her vitality by constant illness. It has been seen by some writers as mere perversity, a sour rejection of life.

She is not of course, unknown to biographers. Of recent years, the most learned and widely researched has been that of Lona Mosk Packer. This, it ought to be said now, since all future references to her work will seem merely disparaging, is an excellent book which extends further than ever before the field within which Rossetti scholars can move about. Yet in the end the monotones of Christina’s life defeated Professor Packer, and she invented a love affair for her, which puts her book more properly on the fiction shelves. Georgina Battiscombe’s elegant and civilised volume of 1981, and Kathleen Jones’ which came out while this book was in the course of preparation, strive to reinstate truth and evidence as our measures of this enigmatic woman.

But Christina Rossetti remains a shadowy figure, and those who define the mainstream of English poets have still refused to take her into their number. As I set off on my journey to discover more of Christina Rossetti, I was surprised to find how much material remained untouched. Although she was a voluminous letter writer, for the most part, only her family letters have been examined. I found sets of letters to her friends, to George and Rose Hake, to Mrs Heimann, to Caroline Gemmer, to Barbara Bodichon that enable us to see a far more rounded picture. I looked at how she spent her days, at her good works, her time at the Highgate Penitentiary for Fallen Women, her campaigns against vivisection and child prostitution. I found many little details that were previously unmentioned, even a little poem she wrote to her goddaughter that has never been printed before. I believe that her religion has never quite been given full importance. At this point in the twentieth century we are likely to find her brand of High Anglicanism so hard to comprehend that we simply turn away from it, though those of us who were educated in Catholic convents before Vatican Two might find elements of it resonate eerily. I have tried to delineate what this severe and all-pervading faith entailed; and I have tried to put her priests, perhaps the most influential men in her life, somewhere in the shadowy edges of the picture.

Above all, I have tried to put Christina Rossetti into perspective as a poet. If she had not written poetry, there would be little to say about her, except as a curious footnote to her brother’s life. She is not one of those, like Barbara Bodichon, who are fascinating not so much in what they left behind but in the force and effervescence of their personalities. Christina’s personality, as we shall see, was closed, enigmatic, inward-looking, never easy to understand.

But what she left behind, a body of splendid, and still barely discovered poetry, justifies our closer study of her. It is not too hard to see why she has been neglected in the past; indeed she was often her own worst advocate. But she should not be neglected any more. Her poetry, intense, personal, confessional, takes its place among those who, like Hopkins, Dickinson, Lowell and Plath, write from the maelstrom of their own emotions.

Yet there remain problems, and those readers who are inspired to look out for Christina Rossetti’s poetry will not find it easily accessible. Scholars have benefitted inestimably from R.W. Crump’s huge variorum edition, but this, with its unwieldy notes and three separate indexes, is not ideal for the browsing general reader. Selections of her work are available, including the Carcanet Press edition. This has a sensitive introduction by C.H. Sisson, yet it starts with too many of her adolescent ‘groans’, as Christina called them, without telling the reader that these are early and untypical, and omits, for example, most of the beautiful Monna Innominata and Later Life sonnets. Like many Victorian poets, she wrote copiously, and some sort of selection is necessary, though the reader is probably better served looking among second hand shops for one of the older editions of her work. I have quoted her poems as fully and frequently as possible, but of course, a biography cannot also be an anthology. Future readers will benefit from an American edition of her letters in preparation, but at the moment, she is still not easy to reach. This, the story of what William Rossetti described as her ‘hushed life-drama’, will not clear away all the shadows, but I hope will illumine a complex, talented woman, sometimes difficult, but always human, and always fascinating.


Chapter 1





Sing, that in thy song I may

Dream myself once more a child …

(Three Nuns: 1850)





She was born and she died in almost identical tall dark sepia brick houses which stood barely a mile away from each other. She had few close friends, no husband or child, left no diaries, and burned most of the letters she received. Her external world was narrow in the extreme; only her imagination soared.

She was born on December 5th, 1830, into what has been called ‘the most remarkable household in London.’ The house is no longer there, though a plaque marks the spot as the birthplace of Dante Gabriel Rossetti.1

Her parents were Gabriele Rossetti, exile, poet, writer and professor, and Frances Mary née Polidori, once a governess and now devoted wife and mother. Christina, born in 1830, was the youngest of four children: the others were Maria Francesca, born in 1827, Gabriel Charles Dante, born 1828, and William Michael, born 1829. All were precocious and gifted, read avidly, drew, wrote poetry and stories. At the end of her long life, Mrs Rossetti famously remarked that in her youth she had always wished her children and her husband to be distinguished for intellect, but now she was older she could have wished for a little less intellect and a little more common sense. Certainly, two of Mrs Rossetti’s children were to turn out as brilliant and gifted as any mother could wish; but she found that great gifts came in poisoned chalices.

The street where they lived was called Charlotte Street; today, the street numbering has been altered, the late eighteenth century houses pulled down, and even the name changed to Hallam Street, avoiding confusion with another nearby Charlotte Street.

It was a shabby street then, and is still gloomy and sunless, overshadowed at the northern end by the elegant curve of Park Crescent, and almost eerily silent, insulated from the noise and confusion of Oxford Street at the other end. Just to the west, and socially in another world, was one of London’s smartest districts, Portland Place, Harley Street, Wigmore Street; not fifteen minutes walk away were the grand terraces of Wimpole Street, where the invalid Elizabeth Barrett would have her sick-room. Comparisons with Elizabeth Barrett, the great woman poet of her day, were to dog Christina all her writing life, but the two women never met.

Charlotte Street was then in the Italian area of London, and even today, Italy has left its mark on a broad swathe of London, through Bloomsbury and Soho, stretching eastwards to the Italian church at Clerkenwell. There are long established Italian delicatessens and restaurants, an Italian driving school, the pretty Ospedale Italiano in Queen Square, and a host of mysterious institutions such as the Mazzini-Garibaldi club. Then, as now, Italians adapted well and cheerfully to English life, but with nostalgia for Italian warmth of climate and manner. In those days, many Italians were political refugees, such as Mazzini, who at one time sold sausages, but many were poor, working as organ grinders or selling plaster casts. (Ice-cream sellers entered the picture only later on.) When Gabriele saw an Italian on the street, organ grinder or exiled prince, he would ask excitedly ‘Di che paese siete?’ – ‘Which area are you from?’ and invite them back to Charlotte Street for tea, bread and butter, and talk.

Gabriele Rossetti’s own story was quite as remarkable as any of the romances his children loved to read, but one suspects they were a little tired of the details. He had been born into a blacksmith’s family in the town of Vasto, in Abruzzo in 1783. He was a precocious boy, and soon seemed set on a distinguished literary and scholarly career. After University, he served as Secretary to the Marchese del Vasto, later becoming librettist to the San Carlo Opera in Naples, a post that appealed to his notion of himself as a great dramatist. But Naples was in political ferment, and the Bourbon King, Ferdinand was exiled. Gabriele, with his charm and his talent for improvising poetry was well received at the court of Joseph Bonaparte, the new ruler. His early portrait shows a fleshy, confident, handsome man. Acclaimed as a playwright and a a poet, he became curator at the King’s museum, where he solicited salary increases in typically florid manner (‘Signore, it is now five years since I first entered the Royal Museum – Oh day fatal to my peace- and what has been the rich reward that was then assigned to me? …’) He was a Freemason and a member of the Carbonari.

When the Bonaparte regime fell, and Ferdinand returned to power in 1815, Gabriele greeted the new order with enthusiasm, and a belief in the democratic noises the king was making. He wrote a poem to celebrate the rebirth of liberty ‘Sei pur bella’ which became a famous rallying cry. But once the new regime was established, Ferdinand began to revoke all the tiresome business of freedom, and repression began. Carbonarism now became a capital offence, and the naive Gabriele must have been surprised to find himself an enemy of the state.

His escape to Malta was dramatic, and he attracted the attention of Admiral Moore and John Hookham Frere, the latter a poet and diplomat, who was to become a lifelong patron and supporter. Like his elder son, Gabriele had the gift of charming and binding men to him in lifelong devotion, for all his instability and volatility. At some point he took a mistress, Pepina, and had a baby son who died. No more is heard of Pepina; she probably died as well. It is not known if the Rossetti children were ever aware of their ghostly half brother.

In 1824, Gabriele left Malta, where he was still in danger, and came to England, with the support of the Freres. He was now starting to learn English, and addresses a letter to Lady Frere in this new language: ‘I am unable to express you my tumultuous thauts and my pointing sensations at that sight’ (the sight is his first view of England, which impels him to quote some lines of Paradise Lost). Is it not very good? I am already as learned in your poetry as your great Milton.’

This he was not, but he soon impressed London with his talents; he had a fine tenor voice, could sketch a little, there was the famous improvisation skill, and of course the charm and warmth. Charles Lyell, father of the geologist and translator of Dante, now became a friend and patron, and Gabriele settled down in his new life as exile. One of his new friends wrote of him; ‘the man appears to me to be good and clever, though not without his national fault of redundancy, of which I have been endeavouring to cure him. I fear however that a certain Parson-Adams-like simplicity (of which the pickpockets have already twice availed themselves,) will prevent his keeping his money, should he make any.’

Something about Gabriele’s life history suggests a man constantly looking for a father figure, and soon he was to find one, in the person of another Italian exile, Gaetano Polidori. Polidori, austere Tuscan rather than volatile Neopolitan, had been born in 1764, so he was nearly twenty years older than Gabriele, ‘a man alike solid in physique and in character, a scorner of all flimsiness and idle pretension, including some of the minor elegances of life;’ his daughters, for instance, were not allowed to learn to dance. He was a poet too, though the poetry he wrote was moralistic and religious. He had been secretary to the dramatist Alfieri, and was reluctantly caught up in the French Revolution, when a ‘frenzied hairdresser’ thrust a bloodstained sword into his hands. Polidori got out of France as quickly as possible and came to London where he started a printing press. He was practical and efficient, even making some of his own furniture. His wife, the former Anna Maria Pierce, had given birth to eight children and then retired to bed, where she remained for the rest of her life. One of the children was a calm, grave attractive girl of twenty-four, with a Madonna face, who worked as a governess. Gabriele fell in love and applied himself to courtship with his usual enthusiasm. Frances, known in the Polidori family as ‘Fanny’, was thought to be clever, something of a ‘quiz*, and a Colonel MacGregor, brother of her employer, had apparently taken a shine to her. She might have had an advantageous match, but she chose instead the poor, romantic exile, perhaps the last impulsive action of her calm life.

Calm and grave she might have been, but she brought with her an unstable genetic mixture, making a potent cocktail when mixed with the volatile Rossetti blood. Most of the Polidori children were at least odd. If the name rings a literary bell, it is because of Dr John Polidori, Gaetano’s favourite son and one time companion and doctor to Byron. ‘Pollydolly’ Byron called him. John was one of those people with all the characteristics of genius – except genius itself. He had been a precocious scholar – the youngest ever to qualify for an Edinburgh M.D. His family were not pleased when their prodigy took up with Byron, but Murray the publisher commissioned him to write a diary of the great poet’s doings. It is John Polidori who records that Byron fell ‘like a thunderbolt’ upon the chambermaid as soon as he opened a hotel door. John Polidori was present on the famous evening when Shelley, Byron and Mary Shelley had all tried their hands at writing a ghost story. Polidori’s version The Vampyre was later published in London. (‘It may at once be admitted,’ says his truthful nephew William ‘that his poetry was not good.’) On one occasion, Polidori rashly taunted Byron to name anything other than writing poetry which Byron could do better than he. Byron had no trouble in replying:’ First I can hit with a pistol the keyhole of that door, second I can swim across that river, thirdly I can give you a damned good hiding.’ Tollydolly’ did not remain long in Byron’s service. He returned to London, where beset by gambling debts and troubles, he took prussic acid and died at the age of twenty-six. His father was heartbroken, and to the end of his life would never allow his name to be mentioned. The Rossetti children learned to avoid it. But Frances always remembered him with affection and kept his portrait in her house. It was still there when Christina died.2

Then there was Philip, ‘weak minded and odd’ though ‘not an imbecile,’ and Margaret. She, in William Michael’s scrupulous words (which will play a large part in this biography, as for much of the information of these early years they are the only source we have) was ‘much affected with nervous tremor, and troubled by hysterical fits, in which she would fall into peals of long-continued quasi-laughter, which rang all over the house – more like the vocal gymnastics of a laughing hyena than like anything else I know.’ There was Eliza, ‘only partially amiable’ who dressed in the fashions of her youth all her life, of a ‘housekeeping managing turn without any literary leanings,’ and Henry, the lawyer. He anglicised his name to Polydore, in the hope of attracting clients, but ‘the clients never came.’ Charlotte though, seems to have been good-natured and uncomplicated. She was Frances’s favourite sister-‘substance and shadow’ the two were called, and she had a successful career as a governess. She worked for many years in the family of the Marquess of Bath, first as governess then as companion to the Dowager Marchioness. Charlotte showed a modicum of fashion sense and had enough money to indulge modest tastes. Later, Charlotte was often appealed to, usually by her nephew, for the ready cash that she alone in the family could muster.

Gabriele Rossetti and Frances Polidori were married on April 8th, 1826 – an anniversary that Christina was to remember all her life – and moved into number 38, Charlotte Street. He was forty-three, she twenty-five. The ‘most remarkable household in Britain’ was about to come into being. They were not rich, by any means, but they worked hard. Gabriele taught Italian, later becoming Professor of Italian at King’s College; though since German was the fashionable second language of the day, he never earned more than £300 a year from teaching. Frances devoted herself to her children. Although she had a nursemaid to help when they were babies, she did much of the housework herself, with only a single living-in domestic. Gabriele also found time for his real obsession; his book about Dante. His theories on Dante were odd for his day, seeing the poet as part of a great and secret movement of philosophers, Freemasons and Carbonarism. Allegory and abstraction abounded, and God was rapidly being written out of the script, although Gabriele was a nominal Catholic, and his wife an ardent Protestant. His friend and patron Lyell helped out with financing Gabriele’s literary ventures, but they certainly added to the costs of the hardly affluent housenold.

On December 5th 1830, Gabriele was able to write to his sister-in-law:


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 the 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 little round face of hers, like a little moon risen at the full …




Later, Christina was to scrawl a pencilled comment: ‘How could my dear Father give such a report? Dearest Mamma had a fearful time with me.’ Christina would not have lightly discredited her ‘dear Father’ even as publicly as this. Was her first concern that her mother’s pain be recognised, or did she wish it to be set down that even at the moment of entry to the world she was surrounded by suffering and acquainted with grief?

There would be no other baby to usurp her position as the youngest of the family. And at a year and five months, she was still being breast-fed, a fact which caused her father some anxiety: and perhaps this goes some way to account for the extraordinary devotion to her mother which Christina was never to lose. At any rate, the other children, coming as close together as they did before her, could not have enjoyed this protracted babying.

Still, as William Michael is at pains to point out, there were no favourites in the Rossetti family. His father perhaps had special feelings for Gabriel Charles Dante, and his mother for William Michael, while the girls had to take their chance with the rest of the affection, but there was plenty of that around. While Mrs Rossetti visited her family in the country, Gabriele bombarded her with anxious letters:


Every word that you wrote pierced like a dagger into my heart. My sweetest Gabriel, then, is so ill! My baby Christina suffers with her teeth and has wounded her forehead! Oh, my poor children! …Tell me all about them; hide nothing from me, absolutely nothing …Who knows but what the figs I sent may have done them harm …I should be the most frantic and most inconsolable man in the world if I were to lose a son, that dearest little Gabriel …My eyes are already full of tears while writing these words, and unless I dry them I cannot continue writing as I do not see the paper …




Perhaps behind this tearful torrent lay memories of his lost baby, but infant death was one horror the Rossettis were to be spared. All four children survived to adulthood, and no more were born after Christina. They endured the usual childhood illnesses, which could be alarming before antibiotics, yet without serious anxieties. However, William Michael’s comments on Christina’s childish health are slightly ambiguous. At one point in his Reminiscences he describes her as ‘tolerably healthy’ in childhood, at another, he says her health ‘was subject to greater disturbances and pains than that of the others.’ The second comment may simply have been a nod at hindsight, but he does not detail and we can only guess.

Still the children were extraordinary, and it was not just a father’s pride that saw them as so. At the age of five, Maria could read fluently in English and Italian, and Gabriel was not far behind. William Michael confesses that he himself was a slow reader by comparison, and had to be ‘coerced into the craft’ by his Aunt Margaret – she of the hyena laugh – at the late age of six. Christina, we are surprised to know, did not show any precocious skills at reading, but soon she had caught up, and was reading with the rest, though apparently lacking the others’ passion for it. All biographies of Gabriel relate how he astonished a milkman, by being seen as ‘a baby’, drawing his rocking horse; and Christina astounded a family friend by describing their tabby cat as ‘sedate,’ a child using a ‘dictionary word!’ And by the age of five, Christina had already composed her first couplet of poetry:


Cecilia never went to school

Without her gladiator …




Gradually we can make out the dynamics of the family group. Maria, the eldest, was ‘a born leader’. She learned everything effortlessly, wrote poems, and had wild enthusiasms with which she infected the rest of the family; Ancient Greece, Napoleon, British sailors; when Maria took an interest in anything it was never a light or casual one, and this too was to have its later impact on her sister. She wrote verse, too. When Gabriele speaks of ‘my young Sappho,’ he is referring to Maria, not Christina. In those early years, Maria seemed to be the prodigy of the family. But there was in Maria’s nature then ‘a strong spice of jealousy.’ An incident of these early years shows the sort of thing that might have occasioned it. Gabriele was in a cafe with Maria when an Italian friend extravagantly admired her Italian beauty. Maria listened gravely, but later said ‘Papa, I don’t believe what that gentleman said. Christina is much prettier than I, everyone says so.’ Since we cannot imagine the fair minded Frances Mary saying this kind of thing, it was presumably visiting Italians who had compared Christina and Maria in the latter’s disfavour. But it was true. Maria, short, stocky and heavy featured (yet with ‘speaking eyes’) was plain and became plainer as she grew older, while Christina, though her subtle looks were something of a refined taste, was beautiful as a child and young girl. Looks, good or bad, are not to be underestimated as a factor in the lives of Victorian women; at times, Maria’s resentment of her pretty little sister must have been great. William Michael says that she would bully the younger ones, and presumably she achieved her revenge thus.

Next in years was Gabriel. (The reversal of his Christian names only happened later in his life; Gabriel was the name his family and friends used for him.) He said once that in boyhood he loved Maria better than anyone in the world. Like Maria, he was quick to learn and gifted, and the family felt that he had a special destiny. Later, his father was to write to him: ‘Remember, you were born with a marked propensity, and that, from your earliest years, you made us conceive the brightest hopes that you would become a great painter.’ Even from the start, they felt that Gabriel could not be subjected to the same rules as the rest of mankind.

William Michael, the third, was by his own description a ‘demure’ and quiet child. Patience with his more erratic siblings was something he would need all his life. He followed in his brother’s shadow, and of the relationship between them, he says ‘No brothers could be more constantly together …than Gabriel and I. Until he quitted school we were hardly at all apart …We rose, talked, studied, ate, amused ourselves and slumbered, together.’ They shared artistic and intellectual interests, the reading of Byron, Shelley and Browning, and assembling paper model theatres.

When Christina emerges from babyhood, we see a bright and lively little girl, ‘our skittish little Christina with those rosy cheeks and sparkling eyes, so like her grandmother’s …walking all alone about the garden like a little butterfly among the flowers’. We see her aged six determinedly trying to fasten the hooks of her aunt’s dress, and wanting a red book as a promised reward for diligence. ‘It has to be red, because she wishes it so. What a curious girl!’ She had a sharp, whimsical mind, and was known in the family for her ‘sprightly and piquant remarks.’

She was also known for her terrible temper, which a casual visitor noted the brothers still talking about, years later.3 ‘I am sorry to hear that that angelic little demon of a Christina is so fractious and miserable,’ her father said, ‘but perhaps when her health is better, she will get less restless.’ This, though her father was not to know it, sounded an ominous note. The shadow of ill-health, and its effect on her spirits, was never to leave her. On this occasion, Mrs Rossetti had taken the more temperamental pair to the country so that her husband could continue his work in peace with placid William and Maria. ‘If you would like to exchange two storms for two calms,’ he said I would leave you William and Maria and take Gabriel and Christina back with me,’ but his heart doesn’t quite seem to be in the offer. ‘You wouldn’t believe how good and quiet and lovable Maria and William are!’ he enthused, leaving his wife to umpire the battles. ‘You could have filled little bottles with the tears she used to shed,’ he said of Christina on another occasion.

The most dramatic ‘storm’ of her childhood was recounted by Christina herself years later to a young niece, how one day, being thwarted, she ‘seized upon a pair of scissors’ and ripped open her arm in spite and rage. She was, says William, the most fractious of the quartet, given to tantrums even more than was Gabriel. The calm quiet saintly Christina is only to enter the picture later; and the cost is recorded in her poems.

Yet her grandfather seemed to see something in her that was not in the others. ‘Avrà più spiritu di tutti,’ he said once, ‘she will be the most intelligent of all of them.’

William says that sometimes the two younger children would unite against the autocracy of the elder; Christina was ‘thus my chief chum in point of standing, while Gabriel was the like in point of sex and community of likings beside.’ But ‘community of likings’ is as important as mutual solidarity. Maria was too far above Christina in age to share enthusiasms with her; to some extent Christina was marooned in ‘point of community of likings’ within the family. The image of her ‘walking all alone among the flowers’ recurs. The family was unusually close and loving; but it seems that Christina in childhood had not found a soul-mate.

The moral force in the Rossetti family was not Gabriele but Frances Mary. He was a loving and devoted father, though extravagant and sometimes unstable in his feelings. But often he was quite simply worn out by his work of teaching and writing; the children remembered him coming home from his teaching on a winter’s evening, and at once falling asleep on the hearth-rug by the fire. His adoration of his wife never wavered, and the anxious letters he wrote in 1836 while she was convalescing from illness in Holmer Green, describing how desperately she was missed, cannot have helped her recovery:


We have never ceased to count, every day, how many days remain before reaching the one which is to restore you to us. The most steady computer of this sum is Christina. This morning, barely just out of bed, she came in great glee into the room where I was studying, and the first words she spoke were these: ‘Not counting today, only three more days remain.’ …If you tell us what hour you will arrive at the coach office, we will all come to meet you and bring you home in triumph, outbidding the most pompous oration of ancient Rome …Oh, that I had two arms as long as from here to Holmer Green, you would find your neck clasped of a sudden by the warmest marital embrace, and you would then be softly seized hold of and deposited in Charlotte Street …the true, the only treasure of my life is my dear Frances, and to restore her to me, renewed in health, is to restore to me my existence.




Unconsciously, he was conveying to the family that without Frances, all would collapse, setting in motion the extraordinary dependence upon, and devotion to, their mother that characterized all the Rossettis, and especially Christina, throughout their lives.

Naturally, Frances supervised the education of the children. Later Gabriel and William went on to school, but Maria and Christina were educated entirely at home. Thus most of Christina’s ideas and ideals would come to her through the narrow channel of her calm, grave, balanced, austere mother. Christina had by nature few of these qualities; from the start, she must absorb elements foreign to her nature. The paternal role in her life was filled to some extent by her grandfather, to whom she was perhaps closer than she was to her father. Like Frances, he was calm and grave.

Of children outside the family, they saw little. William mentions vaguely the children of Cipriani Potter, Principal of the Royal Academy of Music; but to all intents and purposes the Rossettis were self sufficient, hermetically sealed from the rest of the world. They were neither quite English nor quite Italian. Gabriele appears, over the gap of years, and probably quite unfairly, to be a stereotyped comic Italian, but the children seemed to distance themselves from these characteristics. Their pattern was Frances, and she too was half Italian. Although her own mother, the bedridden Anna Maria, was a model of English decorum, Frances was most influenced by her Tuscan father, with his severe Classical virtues. At any rate, the children’s upbringing was not English, and they grew up with little reference to English behaviour. They never learned, for example, the English embarrassment before things of the mind; and social small talk was a thing at which, to her cost, Christina never grew adept.

Many things about the Rossetti children remind us of the young Brontes. Although not geographically isolated, they too grew up in their own enclosed imaginative world, to find, as the Brontes found, that the real world was a poor, cold place in comparison. The image of the lost Eden is a crucial one in Christina’s poetry.


Chapter 2




What became of Paradise?

(An Afterthought: 1855)




Imagine a childhood home for Christina Rossetti, and you would picture perhaps some quiet rectory, deep in the country, with a vine-covered verandah and paths winding through sad evergreens. The reality was number fifty, Charlotte Street, with a view of a pub, a cab rank, and a barber’s shop with indecent pictures in its window. To this house, just down the road from where she had been born, the family moved in in 1836, and here Christina lived till she was 21.

The house had no garden, only a yard beyond the kitchen basement. On the ground floor were the front and back parlour where most of the family’s everyday life went on. Gabriele’s study occupied the first floor, and above that were the bedrooms, one shared by Gabriel and William, another presumably by Christina and Maria. It would be interesting to know whether the Rossetti parents shared a room at this date; and if so, how it was that the babies who had come so quickly at first, came no more. (At any rate, the heavily carved matrimonial bed made its way eventually to Gabriel’s exotic house in Cheyne Walk where it might have played its part in his own later morbid fancies.) William mentions another room, a cold bare little back room on the top floor, which used to be his father’s dressing room, but was later given over to the boys. This room was to be important in Pre-Raphaelite history.

The house was under-furnished, partly through Mrs Rossetti’s natural austerity, partly through lack of money; this, too, was just before the overstuffed, ornate mid-Victorian period, when house furnishings were comparatively simple. So few pictures were there that William is able to remember them all, writing 50 years later, and recount who gave them to the family and when.

There was an engraving of Queen Victoria and a self portrait of Joseph Wright of Derby among others. Mrs Rossetti does not seem to have had any strong aesthetic sense; she was not interested in clothes, and always dressed drably, a habit she passed on to her daughters. Certainly Gabriel did not inherit his sense of colour from her. Christina, too, though she had a slight flair for sketching, painted only with words. Art and paintings did not mean as much to her as they meant to her brother. Her taste in pictures could tend to the blandly sentimental. (In 1855, she wrote from a house where she was staying: There are numbers of pictures here, some of which are worth looking at. I wish you could see an extremely quaint one of a little girl holding something in her hand, while a kitten stretches up to it: I fancy it must possess some merit.’)

There was little art, and, apart from Gabriele’s fine singing, there was no music. Occasionally, if someone gave Gabriele a free ticket or two, there might be an opera visit but in later life neither Christina nor Gabriel showed much taste for music. Learning and literature were the passions in the Rossetti house. Mrs Rossetti was better educated than the average governess, and their father was a scholar and a poet. Christina claims to have been slow at learning, but perhaps this was only by comparison with every one else. ‘Will this do to read?’ the children asked eagerly, and if it did, they devoured it. There were the Arabian Nights, Keightley’s Fairy Mythology, Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver’s Travels, Carleton’s Traits and Stories of the Irish Peasantry. Shakespeare, in both Bowderlized form – presented no doubt by an aunt – and un-Bowdlerised, put in an early appearance. When Gabriel was seven and William six, Gabriel amused his brother who was recovering from an illness, by putting on a little show based on Henry VI with cut out figures drawn and painted by himself. Later, Gabriel would recite whole pages of Marmion. When they were in their teens, a family friend, Adolf Heimann taught them German through the folk tales, Sägen und Marchen, whose grotesque personages are often seen as sources for Christina’s goblins. Mrs Rossetti tried to interest them in pious childrens’ tales, such as Sandford and Merton and The Fairchild Family, but the little Rossettis were not impressed. One book they all loved from an early age was a Dutch book, all the more mysterious because they could not understand the text, with coloured engravings, darkly sinister, of insects undergoing their transformations. They stared with wonder and ‘something of repulsion’ at the weird illustrations. Then of course there was the Bible, read to them by their mother. Christina’s poetry is so suffused with Biblical imagery and language that it cannot be called simply an influence; the Bible is in the basic structure of her language.

Poetry too came early, and the great poets hovered around. As well as Byron, of course, for whom the boys especially developed an early passion, there was Shelley – Mrs Rossetti had met Shelley’s brother when she was a governess – and Coleridge, whom Gabriele had encountered years before at Holland House. Though the boys then guffawed over the language of Genevieve, Gabriel was later to mark the poem ‘Perfection.’

There was another ghostly inhabitant of the Charlotte Street house, the poet Dante. What with their father’s endless studies, they began to think of Dante almost as a neighbour, a bit awe-inspiring, a bit of a bore, but undoubtedly there; the young Gabriel used to believe he might one day put in an appearance with the other Italian visitors, and there was a particular dark corner of the upper landing that he used to rush past in terror, in case Dante was lurking there. On the whole, the children were not too keen on this person who devoured so much of their father’s time and attention. He was ‘a sort of banshee’ in the house. Not until they were older could the children bear to read the works of Dante for themselves. But they knew there was something fascinating in their father’s studies, which they contemplated with ‘a certain hushed feeling.’ For Gabriel, a certain copy of the Vita Nuova upon his father’s shelves seemed to glow with a mysterious light.

With their father they talked Italian, and he would read or sing to them in his beautiful voice. Gabriel later was to write of his father ‘standing before the fire when he came home in the London winter evenings, and singing to us in his sweet, generous tones …I used to sit on the hearth-rug, listening to him and look between his knees into the fire …till the music and the fire and my heart burned together …’

For Christina, too, though she might not read as much as her brothers, that Italian music found its way into her veins. Poetry was to her as easy as talking; her prose is often stiff but there is seldom a line of her verse that is not mellifluous. ‘I cannot remember,’ said William Michael ‘any time when knowing what a verse was, we did not also know and feel what a correct verse was.’ The word ‘feel’ is important here. Christina seldom had to strain for a rhythm or a rhyme.

At five or six, Gabriel wrote a verse drama entitled The Slave.


‘Down, slave, I dare thee on! Coward, thou diest!’

‘But yet I will not live to see thee thus!’




It was stirring stuff, even though Gabriel was not too sure what a slave was. In those days, after Cecilia, Christina did not write much in the way of verse. Once she tried amusing her family with a story she had made up. It was called The Demise and was strongly flavoured with the Arabian Nights. Unfortunately, she was well into her story before she realised that she had not given her hero a name, so she stopped and told them: The Dervise’s name was Hassan.’ Her older siblings collapsed in giggles, and poor Christina gave up on her tale.

There were other entertainments. To the front parlour would come the Italian visitors, in the evenings after Gabriele had finished work. They came not for food – the Rossettis could afford only the simplest hospitality of tea and bread and butter – but for conversation. The children, who unlike many Victorian children, were not banished to the nursery, would sit gravely amongst the voluble confusion, getting on with their own occupations, reading, drawing, or nursing the ‘sedate’ tabby, missing nothing, listening, with the perfect manners their mother had taught them, never interrupting or showing off. Mazzini was a visitor at one time, as was Paganini. Gabriele, as the author of Sei pur bella was something of a celebrity, and the children would listen in awe as the exiles spoke of their homeland and denounced the ‘hell-hound’ Metternich. In later life, the Rossetti children found it hard to think of Austrians without a shudder. Not all the visitors were learned, and some of them were distinctly odd, such as Galli, who believed he was Christ. Sometimes they would gain entrance to the house simply by giving the Masonic knock at the door. Gabriele Rossetti used to divide these visitors into the ‘cercatori’ and the ‘seccatori’, the begging and the boring. Holman Hunt gives an amusing picture of the passions flaring around the Rossetti fireside, at a slightly later date:


The father arose to receive me from a group of foreigners around the fire …and addressed me warmly as ‘Mr Madox Brown,’ a slip on which his elder daughter rated him pleasantly. He was so engrossed in a warm discussion going on that some minutes afterwards, he again made the same mistake. The conversation was in Italian, but occasionally merged into French …The tragic passions in the group around the fire did not in the slightest degree involve either the mother, the daughters or the sons …The hearth guests took it in turns to discourse, and no-one had delivered many phrases ere the excitement of speaking made him rise from his chair, advance to the centre of the group, and there gesticulate as I had never seen people do except upon the stage …Each orator evidently found difficulty in expressing his full anger, but when passion had done its measure in work and gesture …the declaimer went back to his chair, and while another was taking up the words of mourning and appeal to the too tardy heavens, the predecessor kept up the refrain of sighs and groans. When it was impossible for me to ignore the distress of the alien company, Gabriel and William shrugged their shoulders, the latter with a languid sigh of commiseration, saying it was generally so …’1




However, as Gabriele continued with his voluminous works on Dante, something not altogether sane seemed to seize him. In spite of family poverty, and the expense of publishing books of which large quantities remained unsold, he could not stop. On and on he wrote, proving to his own satisfaction that the writings of Dante were part of a huge and mysterious secret society with links to Albigensians and Freemasons and the Templars. The secret sect acquires other members, such as Plato and Victor Hugo; Dante becomes a non-believer and Beatrice is a completely allegorical figure. Gabriel later called his father’s researches ‘absolutely and hopelessly eccentric and worthless,’ though recent Dante scholarship has come to some not dissimilar conclusions, and books about Masonic and Templar conspiracies sell in huge quantities at airports. Perhaps old Gabriele was simply too far in advance of his time.

William tries in his cautious way to hint at his father’s character without wholly disparaging him: ‘Every person has some defect. In my father, the most obvious defect has appeared to me to be that sort of self-opinion which involves self applause.’ Still, he was a loving and amusing father, who would let the children scamper all about him, even when he was working, and he could tell an amusing story like no-one else. But without calm and controlled Mrs Rossetti, he went to pieces. When she was away in the country frantic conspiratorial letters showered down on grandfather Polidori, marked dramatically ‘Read this alone!’ Betsey, the wayward Irish servant girl, had been entertaining policemen early in the morning; without his Francesca, Gabriele did not know what to do. But neither could he bear to trouble her, hence the appeal to Polidori. The situation was apparently resolved from a distance, and Gabriele relaxed again until the next drama.

Calmly, without losing her temper, or raising her voice, hardly ever lifting her hand in anger, Frances Rossetti kept her tempestuous household under control. It sounds almost too good to be true, and certainly whenever any of the Rossetti children put pen to paper to write about her, a golden haze hovers around the ink. Very little survives of her own voice, so she remains a mysterious figure. A diary she kept as a young girl records little more than the sermons she had listened to, and the texts they had been taken from. A stiff little poem she wrote at the age of eighteen shows that her children’s poetic talents did not come from her:


Homer Green demands my song

Which shall not be like Homer’s long …

…Hark I hear the cock’s shrill cry

Warning me that day is nigh …2




Since the age of sixteen, work, first as governess, then as wife and mother, had been her lot. We learn that she devoted herself to her duties, though she was not interested in cooking or dressmaking. She rose every day at seven, and was the ‘most regular and self postponing of women.’ She bought the family food at the best shops she could afford, because to do otherwise was false economy. Her daily routine, like that of her husband, was simple in the extreme. There were no dinner parties, no evenings out. She liked to sit at home with the children, playing cards, (no gambling, though, since gambling had killed Uncle John.) She was well educated, though not an intellectual. For all of his life, Gabriel regarded her as his ultimate authority on pronunciation; if his mother said a word should be pronounced in such a way, then so it was.

Here she is writing a letter of thanks to Lyell, for what had been one of many acts of generosity during an early illness; it makes an interesting contrast to the literary style of her husband:


My Dear Sir,

As Rossetti has left this space, I cannot refrain from repeating my thanks, though in a former letter he has expressed them so much more adequately, though not more sincerely than I can do, for your kind and handsome present, which cannot fail entirely to re-establish my health, already so considerably improved, that I scarcely look or feel like my former self. Assuring you that neither Rossetti nor myself can ever forget your delicate attention and extraordinary kindness …




Perfect politeness, combined with a slight chill in the atmosphere; this is the impression that remains.

But of her competence there can be no doubt. The shabby, poverty-stricken household with the eccentric professor, the precocious children, the endless Italian visitors might have been chaotic, but Mrs Rossetti was no Mrs Jellyby. ‘At the touch of her industrious hands’ said Gabriele, ‘order ever flourishes about me.’ In the words of R.D. Waller: ‘…while the company in Charlotte Street was probably among the most interesting and bizarre in London, the family that lived there must surely have been among the most efficiently regulated and disciplined.’

The Rossettis were a respectable family, living in a not quite respectable street. (Gabriel said later that every other house was a disorderly one, but he always exaggerated.) Many of the houses were lodging houses, with numerous inhabitants, others sheltered small tradesmen. At around this time, we see a carpenter, a tailor, a bootmaker, a dairyman and a coach-builder in the street. Number three was a rag-and-bottle merchant’s. There were artists, clergymen, barristers and professors as well, so it was a mixed street, but the social movement seems to have been downwards rather than up.3 The atmosphere might have seemed threatening at times to a sensitive child. Christina did not have to go far from the front door to find menacing noisy beings who


Trod and hustled her.

Elbowed and jostled her …




Although London was not yet the great inflated city it was to become with the growth of the railways, it was a noisy and busy place. The air was full of smoke; at least one coal fire in every household – no wonder so many Victorians, including Christina, suffered from ‘weak chests’ – and the atmosphere was often unhealthy, with periodic outbreaks of typhoid and cholera. Damp fogs were frequent in the winter cold. Still, the noisy streets had their own entertainments. Often a Punch and Judy show played in the street, though to Gabriel’s intense frustration, facing the wrong way, and Mrs Rossetti would not allow her children out in the street to watch it.

And the Rossettis were fortunate in that they did not have far to go to find greenery and fresh air. Just round the corner and up the road was Regent’s Park, only recently enclosed and opened to the public, bordered by Nash’s elegant terraces. The park gave the children as much green space as they wanted. Beyond was Primrose Hill, still as pretty as its name (years later Christina recalled it as a country walk, with ‘a tunnel not far thence as a sort of centre to a pretty world of wild flowers …I wonder how far I should now have to walk before I fell in with willow herb, meadow sweet, & mace-headed rushes!’)4

Also in Regent’s Park were the recently opened Zoological Gardens. They were still a little scruffy, but had been augmented in 1830 by the royal menagerie from Windsor, and in 1832 by the animals from the Tower. In 1835, came Tommy, the first chimpanzee, who was dressed up like a child and caused a sensation. The first pair of lions arrived in 1840, but the lioness died after tripping on a fence, and the lion pined away, a sad story which must have upset the sensitive Christina. ‘Sing, antelope, sing,’ Gabriele would say to the ‘singing antelope,’ but he never sang. There were no wombats then, but the Rossettis, who always liked oddities, were fond of the armadillo and a sloth. William leaves us a nice picture of the four children running shrieking through the tunnel ‘to rouse the echo’ as London children still do today.

One of Christina’s happiest childhood memories was an afternoon when she visited the Zoo with Gabriel. As they stood before the dismal cages, Christina was all for making up plaintive poems about the animals, but Gabriel began to tell her funny stories about them, so that she got the giggles instead. Later, the two children walked home hand in hand, alone, through the empty spaces of Regents Park, where a sunset blazed away so fiercely that Gabriel swore it was setting fire to the trees and rooftops.

For a few years there was some real countryside too. Grandfather Polidori had retired with his household to a house in Holmer Green, near Amersham, and here Mrs Rossetti would go, usually with a couple of children at a time. They called the house a ‘cottage,’ but from photographs we see a neat, and by today’s standards, spacious Georgian building: this was the quite country house where a poet could grow. The garden seemed large to the children; there were pigsties and a pig, there was the dog Delta, there were slugs and creepy crawlies to make the flesh shudder pleasantly. Their grandfather passed his busy practical days ‘translating Milton in a forenoon, and fashioning a table in wood-mosiac in the afternoon.’ If a pigeon flew within range, he would pause in his work, take up his gun, and shoot next day’s supper.

In those days, getting to Holmer Green involved a six-hour journey by stage-coach, first to Uxbridge and then on to Wycombe. After the stagecoach, there would be a walk down a quiet lane to the village, with another half mile to the house, which must have seemed like an adventure. Then there would be the welcoming family, brisk practical Aunt Eliza, peculiar Uncle Philip and the beloved grandfather. A dutiful call would be made to the grandmother, in her bedroom ‘like a presence chamber,’ after which came freedom.

Of all the children, perhaps it was Christina who most revelled in the large, wild garden at Holmer Green. ‘If one thing schooled me in the direction of poetry’ she later said to Edmund Gosse ‘it was perhaps the delightful liberty to prowl all alone about my grandfather’s cottage grounds.’ Again we see her ‘all alone among the flowers.’ In this garden, Gabriel used to catch frogs, keep them out of the water until their skins cracked, plunging them into the pond again to see if they mended. Christina’s games were probably kinder; she developed in Grandfather Polidori’s garden a fascination in microscopic observation. Snails and beetles intrigued her; tiny things were profoundly alive to her. Again and again in her poems, we see her ignoring the grand sweep in favour of the minute.

Something which happened to Christina at Holmer Green prefigures a more famous Rossetti exhumation:


‘My first vivid experience of death (if so I may term it) occurred in early childhood in the grounds of a cottage …in those grounds, perhaps in the orchard, I lighted upon a dead mouse. The dead mouse moved my 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.’5




Sadly for Christina, the Polidoris sold the house in 1839,6 and moved back to London, where they took a house backing on to Regent’s Park. Still, it was some compensation to visit their grandfather more often, and browse among the books in his library. There the boys read Ariosto and the Waverley Novels, while Uncle Philip’s shelves provided Legends of Terror and the Newgate Calendar, enabling Gabriel to develop his interest in horrid murder. According to William, hardly a day how passed in which Mrs Rossetti did not see her family, usually taking Maria and Christina with her.

Meanwhile, life in Charlotte Street continued as active as ever. There was a family newspaper, the Hodge-Podge, and around 1840, the children decided that each should write a long romantic tale. Everyone made a start, Christina’s being called, starkly. Retribution, but only Gabriel finished his. It was Roderick and Rosalba, a story of the Round Table. Not long after, he produced Sir Hugh the Heron, a long verse drama. Maturin’s Gothic novels began to fascinate the children, and William says that during their adolescent years, they read them over and over again. They were especially fond of Melmoth the Wanderer, the story of a man who has made a bargain with Satan, exchanging his soul for long life. But the bargain can be rescinded if he can find another human being to share his fate. Over years he wanders from land to land, among sinners and the wretched of the earth, frightening people with his terrible, unforgettable eyes. He falls in love with the innocent Immalee, who has been brought up on a tropic island, and proceeds to torture and degrade her. She for her part, continues to love him through dreadful tribulations, and her dying words are for him. ‘Paradise! Will he be there?’ Finally, Melmoth is hurled into the sea by devils. Maturin is usually seen as an influence on Gabriel, but Gothic horror is equally a stratum in Christina’s poetic consciousness, and it adds to the rather anodyne picture that William gives us of her teenage years to think of her eagerly devouring this gruesome fare, the equivalent in its day of Nightmare on Elm Street.

What William seems to remember most vividly from these years is the passion he and Gabriel had for poetry. The early days of colouring in ‘penny plain’ theatrical characters were over; William describes how Gabriel bought a small pirated Shelley and ‘surged through its pages like a flame.’ Much later, in about 1847, ‘everything took secondary place with Robert Browning.’ Meanwhile, Gabriel was writing himself, at frantic pace. There was Sorrentino; a verse drama in which the Devil (‘a personage of great predilection with my brother ever since his early acquaintance with Goethe’s Faust,’) played a large part. Later, however, he destroyed the manuscript, to William’s regret; one version of this story has Maria and Christina leaving the room in disgust as he reads the poem, which influenced him towards its destruction. He was translating poetry, too, from German and Italian. By now all the Rossetti children were sampling Dante, Petrarch, Metastasio, Tasso and Ariosto. But a letter Christina wrote at fifteen when she was away on holiday shows that even in the liberal Rossetti family, there were always some constraints for a girl; ‘I am sorry to say that, not having brought with me a list of the prohibited passages, I have hardly been able to read any of Ariosto. What little I have seen, however, seems very fine, and makes me greatly regret my omission.’7 (We might hope that Christina stole a disobedient peek into these ‘prohibited passages,’ but probably she did not.)

Maria at this time had a ‘passion for things Greekish’ as a result of which even the family cat – there is always a Rossetti cat – is named Zoe. She wrote a Vision of Human Life for the family magazine. Later it is published by the energetic Polidori under the title The Rivulets, A Dream not all a Dream. It is a high-minded allegorical tale about four children given the task of protecting four rivulets which represent the human heart.

At this stage, Christina was hardly distinguished among the children: as she later described herself, she was the last and least’ of the group, who ‘beheld far ahead of myself the clever sister and two clever brothers.’8


Chapter 3




All my walls are lost in mirrors, whereupon I trace

Self to right hand, self to left hand, self in every place,

Self-same solitary figure, self-same seeking face.

(A Royal Princess: 1851)




It came as something of a surprise to the family when at the age of 11, Christina suddenly produced a poem for her mother’s 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.




Though not a poem to shake the world, it has a grace and poise unlike the first attempts of most young poets. Christina, listening at the fireside to her father’s poems and her mother’s Bible reading, had absorbed more than anyone realised. Once started, she could not be stopped. William quotes a second example of her early work, which still today finds its way into anthologies of weightier war poems:


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

As the soldier remarked whose post lay in the rear.




These early poems show her stepping lightly and confidently amongst a variety of poetic forms. The Augustine epigram puts in an appearance:


The roses lingered in her cheeks

When fair Albina fainted;

O gentle reader, could it be

That fair Albina painted?




It might have seemed then that the young Christina would find her feet as a humorous poet. The humour was soon to be clouded over by darker moods, but it was never to go entirely.

‘Charity’, written at fourteen, was an avowed imitation of Herbert:


I praised the myrtle and the rose,

At sunrise in their beauty vying:

I passed them at the short day’s close,

And both were dying.




At sixteen, she wrote a poem on the death of Aunt Eliza’s cat, with a nice conceit that links the nine Muses with the nine lives of a cat:


Come ye Muses, one and all,

Come obedient to my call.

Come and mourn, with tuneful breath

Each one for a separate death …’

(On the Death of a Cat)




But her own unmistakable voice is there too in a poem of 1845:


Let us bind her as she lies

Ere the fleeting moment flies;

Hand, and foot and arm and bosom,

With a chain of bud and blossom;

Twine red roses round her hands,

Round her feet twine myrtle bands.

Heap up flowers, higher, higher,

Tulips like a glowing fire,

Clematis of milky whiteness,

Sweet geraniums’ varied brightness,

Honeysuckle, commeline,

Roses, myrtle, jessamine;

Heap them higher, bloom on bloom,

Bury her as in a tomb.

(Summer)




The gradual increase of pace, the ecstatic climax, the piling up of imagery, of names chosen for their musical and evocative qualities, the repetition – here, the repetitions of ‘higher’ and ‘bloom’ recall the more famous ‘snow on snow’ – and finally, the sudden dropping like a stone of the sonorous ‘tomb’ into all the frantic gaiety – all have the tone that is peculiarly her own.

So the fractious, lively, temperamental child had become a poet. But she had become other things too. And here, the biographer of Christina encounters the first barrier. Georgina Battiscombe sums up the problem thus: ‘Towards the end of 1842, darkness falls upon this attractive, open-hearted child. For years, she vanishes from view, to emerge again in 1847 changed almost beyond recognition.’

Around this time, Eden was lost. Out of the common experience of the Rossetti children, Christina plucked a tragedy that was hers alone, one that shaded the rest of her life.

There are no direct clues. For these adolescent years, we have to fill in our sketch of Christina by colouring in the background around her; a shadow emerges, and it is faintly recognisable, but it is not the whole person. What did Christina suffer so poignantly in these years?

Perhaps a partial clue can be found by going back some years into her childhood. The Rossetti family did not hold traditional views on the place of women in the family. Christina and Maria were not taught ‘accomplishments,’ and given the superficial education that was all most girls had. In theory, Christina and Maria knew what Gabriel and William knew; if they did not follow the boys into all their enthusiasms, it was lack of inclination and not planning.

But things of course could not be quite the same for boys and girls, and at the early age of five Gabriel, and later William, went to Mr Paul’s School in Portland Place. In 1837, both boys went on to King’s College School, since their father as Professor could send one boy free, and the other at reduced fees. Here they learned Greek, Latin, French, algebra and science, though they had little aptitude for science, and even less for the rough and tumble of schoolboy life. In later days, Gabriel spoke in his usual hyperbolic way of how much he had hated school, describing himself as being ‘destitute of personal courage …shrinking from the amusements of school-fellows, and fearful of their quarrels;’ certainly, he made no real friendships there, and William talks of the rude shock the sensitive, intelligent lad encountered when meeting the British schoolboy head on:


At home he had encountered nothing that was not pure, right, high-minded and looking to loftier things. School first brought him face to face with that which is “common and unclean.” There is always some nasty-thinking boy to egg-on his juniors upon a path of unsavouriness.




But there were incidental pleasures. The boys walked there because they could not afford to ride, going through some of the seedier areas of London. Gabriel missed nothing. In Jenny, he describes his first naive glimpse of prostitutes:


…from the wild unchildish elf.

To schoolmate lesser than himself

Pointing you out, what thing you are …

…Our learned London children know,

Poor Jenny, all your pride and woe;

Have seen your lifted silken skirt

Advertise dainties through the dirt …




Sometimes he would scandalize passers-by by pretending to be crippled or deformed, and run away laughing as soon as he elicited sympathy. Through these walks, Gabriel came to love London, and in the days of his paranoia would soothe his soul by long nocturnal prowls through the London streets. Whether Christina would have been a happier social being if she too, like Gabriel, had received this early baptism of fire is conjectural. But she passed her childhood years in the shadow of her perfect, saintly mother. Perhaps Gabriel’s lurid descriptions of the horrors of school made her feel that the world beyond was a threatening place, that the only true safety was to be found in her family.

But not all shocks are bad for the system, and the refined atmosphere of Charlotte Street, with ‘nothing that was not pure, right, high-minded,’ was not perhaps the best training ground for life. Sometimes a too perfect childhood can be a disadvantage. When unhappiness was to come, Christina was shattered, whereas Gabriel, also sensitive and artistic, got the refining grit into his system early on.

Not that the Rossettis wanted their daughters to be meek and mindless. Maria especially might have benefitted from an academic, even a university education, but in those days there was almost no option for the parent of girls but to educate them at home. In 1847, Queen’s College, Harley Street would open, with the express aim of giving a strong, Christian-based education to girls destined to be governesses, and shortly afterwards, the Ladies College, Bedford Square, later Bedford College was founded. ‘We shall never have better Men till men have better Mothers,’ its founder would write; perhaps not the best argument for educating girls, but an improvement on the spirit which had previously reigned. For example, there had been a scandal in 1832, in Gabriele’s own college, King’s, when professors’ wives and daughters had proved eager to attend a series of lectures by Charles Lyell, son of Gabriele’s patron, arguing the non-literal meaning of Genesis. So alarmed was the governing body of the College of the effect of such material on susceptible female minds that they immediately passed a ban on any more ladies attending lectures. Probably Mrs Rossetti and her daughters would not have wished to attend the lectures on electricity given by Wheatstone in 1848, but they were not to be given the chance; the ban was confirmed.1

It was perhaps the vacuum caused by the lack of a strong education that accounted for the enthusiasm with which Maria, around the 1840s, took to religion. ‘In childhood and early girlhood,’ William says,’ she was by far the most enthusiastic in temperament of the four, and ran through a varied gamut of fancies …but before she was far advanced in girlhood, she settled down into religion, and there she abode for the rest of her life.’ Religion at least provided an area where a girl could think, and read, with some independence, could develop an inner life, and live in a world of ideas. The structure of churchgoing gave a backbone and purpose to her life, and some control over it. To a certain extent, this was illusory, as women in the church were under a domination from their male priests as strong as that of any stern paterfamilias. But religion did allow a woman to have a soul and thus an identity.

Religion had always played a strong part in family life. Gabriele was nominally at least a Roman Catholic, and so was Gaetano Polidori. But Polidori had agreed that his daughters be brought up in the evangelical faith of his wife, and Gabriele allowed Frances to direct all ‘matters of religion. So, though the family brushed close to Catholicism, Protestantism was the faith of the the young Rossettis. At first, they attended Holy Trinity Church, Marylebone, where Mrs Rossetti once had a row with the vicar about pew rents, and St Katherine’s Chapel, Regent’s Park. But around 1840, they were drawn to Christ Church, Albany Street. This is an austere early nineteenth century building: the Gothic Revival had not yet got under way and Gabriel called the decorations ‘very poor.’ In those days, the incumbent was a star of the burgeoning Oxford movement, the Reverend William Dodsworth, whose charismatic preaching attracted large congregations. Newman named Dodsworth as one of the great preachers of the Revival; to Dean Church, he was comparable with Keble and Pusey. Under Dodsworth’s leadership, the church was ‘one of the earliest, if not the first of the kind, and was for many years a famous church,’ though by the time these words were written in 1902,2 the days of its fame were over, and now the church is locked and redundant, stranded in a desert of modern estates.

The women of the family, including the Polidori aunts, became fervent disciples. Of his mother’s faith, William says, it was ‘of that simple and thorough kind which assumes, without finessing, the absolute and divine truth of everything to be found in the Old and New Testaments.’ But, he says, she was never fanatical, and used to say that she could not believe that Socrates was destined for Hell. Once she discovered the High Church, she never shifted. Maria’s enthusiasm seems to have been stronger, and perhaps it was she who influenced Christina. We do not at this time see the direct influence of religion on Christina, but when, some time later, she comes back into focus, religion is already strongly entrenched in her nature, and is never shaken.

For almost thirty years, this church was to be to Christina a second home. William was soon to fall by the wayside, as was Gabriel, though the latter had a brief flirtation with religious enthusiasm, producing two sonnets, each called The Church Porch and dedicated to one of his sisters. That dedicated to Christina reads:


Sister, arise: We have no more to sing

Or say. The priest abideth as is meet

To minister. Rise up out of thy seat,

Though peradventure ‘tis an irksome thing

To cross again the threshold of our King

Where His doors stand against the evil street,

And let each step increase upon our feet

The dust we shook from them at entering.




For Gabriel, the ‘evil street’ was ultimately to prove more enticing than the ‘threshold of our King,’ but it is easy to see the attraction of this ritualistic form of worship for the young Rossettis, though today, High Anglicanism has a fusty image. Steeped in medievalising poems, Keats Eve of St Agnes, Walter Scott, and the fantasy towers and turrets of such minor romantics as Letitia Landon (L.E.L.), they were already attuned to the Gothic, and though this was the early days of the Oxford Movement, and the full glories of Neo-Gothic, of robes and incense and sunlight slanting through stained glass were yet to come, there must have seemed something ravishing and mysterious about the Church, and it played its part in the genesis of Gabriel’s swooning, robed and jewelled ladies.

But for Christina, already sensitive and introverted, the emphasis on sin and self-examination had its dangerous side. Looking for spiritual perfection, she bored deeper and deeper into her own psyche, and the deeper she looked the more she saw that was wrong. ‘I have gone over again and again, thinking that I should come right in time, and I do not come right.’ She could be tolerant of others, but she was unforgiving towards herself.

Maria, more extrovert and practical, did not have such scruples; she enjoyed the rigours of doctrine with the enthusiasm she had lavished on Napoleon and Homer, which perhaps made Christina only the more conscious of her own ‘unworthiness’. There is some evidence that Christina had a religious crisis at around the age of fourteen to fifteen, the probable time of her confirmation. She hints as much in a letter to Gabriel written many years later3, and in Maude, a story she wrote in 1850, and the nearest she ever came to autobiography, her heroine too undergoes a religious crisis, through ideas of her own unworthiness.


‘“I do not mean ever to communicate again,”’ Maude tells a friend. ‘“You remember Mr Paulson told us last week that sickness and suffering are sent for our correction. I suffer very much. Perhaps a time will come when these will have done their work on me also; when I shall be purified indeed and weaned from the world. Who knows? the lost have been found, the dead quickened.” She paused as if in thought; then continued: “You partake of the Blessed Sacrament in peace, Agnes, for you are good; and Mary, for she is harmless: but your conduct cannot serve to direct mine, because 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.”’




It is easy to laugh at the extravagance of such sentiments, but the anguish contained in them is real enough, as is the depth of Maude/Christina’s belief in her ‘unworthiness.’ Gabriel later told a friend that around about the age of twelve, Christina, whom he describes as a ‘delicate’ child, became ‘poignantly melancholy whenever she was alone’ and she herself, in middle age was to admit that she had ‘been a very melancholy young girl,’ though she was now a very cheerful old woman. For the word ‘melancholy’ a modern psychologist would probably substitute ‘depressed’. Mild depression only needs some external crisis to trigger it into something more serious and about this time, a major crisis devastated the Rossetti family.

There had always been a strain of valetudinarianism in the family. For several years now old Professor Rossetti had been complaining about his health: ‘I am tired in every limb, and feel a general lack of interest amounting to apathy …I fear that my days will be few. Be it as it may …’

In 1843, however, it seemed that Gabriel was the one with the health problem and in the autumn of that year he was sent to Boulogne to recuperate, though his chirpy letters show few signs of sickliness:


They have some most splendid books in this house, one of which is a Moliere, illustrated by Tony Johannot in a manner so exquisitely comic that it almost made me split my sides with laughing …




But after a summer increasingly troubled by various aches and pains and a terrible cough, Gabriele had woken up one day to find his sight suddenly almost gone, and gradually he had to abandon much of his teaching. As well as being a personal blow, this was also a financial one. His post at King’s College brought in very little money; most of the family income came from his private lessons. In a good year, the Professor might bring in £300; not a fortune, but sufficient to keep his family in the modest style that was all they needed.

But now, as his health failed, so did his income. Gradually, he had to reduce his teaching commitments, until there was less and less coming in. No-one would let the Rossettis starve; there was always the generous Frere, who still sent money and no doubt Grandfather Polidori helped where he could. But he was not rich, and already supporting three adult children at home; Charlotte Polidori, the successful governess, could help, if at all, only in a small way.

In the summer of 1843, just before Gabriel went to Bologne, we catch the last glimpses of the family behaving in their old fashion. Professor and Mrs Rossetti were then in Hastings and Paris, to help him recover from an attack of bronchitis, leaving the family in the charge of Aunt Margaret. Gabriel writes describing their activities with his usual buoyancy:


The Illustrated Scrap-book continues swimmingly. It improves with every number. Of the number on which William and myself are at present employed I am particularly proud. It contains some of my choicest specimens of sketching. Its pages are likewise adorned with two poetic effusions by Christina, the one entitled Rosalind and the other Corydon’s Resolution, both of which are very good, especially the latter, which elicited the warm admiration of Dr Heimann. Maria has authorized me to insert in the victorious Scrap-book her Vision of Human Life …William has written an enormous quantity of Ulfred the Saxon, which increases in interest as it proceeds …




And to please her father, Christina writes in Italian, somewhat apologetically:


Dearest Papa,

I hope you will excuse all the blunders which I make in this letter, and that you will recollect that this is only (I think) the second letter that I ever wrote in Italian …




But the days of family magazines were soon to be gone forever and the family had to come to painful terms with their new situation. The following year, 1844, was the lowest in the family fortunes; at one point, Gabriele’s earnings shrank to nil. Many years later, Christina was to write feelingly to her brother about the effects of poverty:

‘You are in the right as to my, through ignorance, not being able to say anything about Chatterton’s literary position; but the dreadful poverty which goaded him to so dreadful a deed I do know something of …’

William had to rub ink on the elbows of his jackets to hide their threadbare condition, and the shabbiness of dress that his friends were to notice in Gabriel had as much to do with poverty as with Bohemian carelessness. Mrs Rossetti managed in her usual efficient way to keep things just afloat, with no ‘tarnish on self-respect’, but William admits that to outsiders, the family must have seemed ‘in a bad way.’

To bring money into the household, desperate measures were needed. Mrs Rossetti now had to try and resume her old career of teaching, leaving the house daily to give lessons in French and Italian. For the first time in her life, Christina’s days were not to be guided by her beloved mother. Maria too must leave home, and in about 1844, she started work as a governess.

There was never much doubt in the family that both girls were destined to be governesses. Even if Professor Rossetti had kept his health, they would have needed to support themselves, and their education was always directed to that end. Moreover, the Polidoris were by way of being among the crème de la crème of governesses. Charlotte Bronte writes with horror of tribulations endured among the new rich and vulgar, but the Rossetti girls had positive examples of the profession all around them. Their own mother had been greatly esteemed by the MacGregors, and Mrs MacGregor was Christina’s godmother; there had also been the smitten Colonel. Aunt Charlotte moved among the best families, the Earl of Wicklow, and later the Marquess of Bath, staying with Lady Bath for so many years that she became almost minor gentry herself. Another governessing connection, slightly more raffish, was a sister of Mrs Polidori, Harriet Pierce, known as ‘Granny’ by the children, who had been governess and possibly more than governess, to the Earl of Yarborough, and who now lived in some comfort and style, descending on the Rossettis for the occasional state visit. Many girls might envy a Polidori governess.

Like her relatives, Maria started off at the top. Aunt Charlotte found a position for her with Lord and Lady Charles Thynne, brother of the Marquis of Bath. However, Maria was not happy, partly through homesickness, and partly because, as a girl of sixteen, she found her charges hard to manage. ‘I hope you told Lady Charles,’ says Gabriel, who at this point is a carefree art student, in a letter to his mother, ‘that poor Maggie is not to be bullied and badgered out of her life by a lot of beastly brats.’ Maria writes home in more elevated manner, in the stilted tones all the young Rossettis felt appropriate for their father: ‘I thank God for having given me talents which enable me to assist my dear father by removing the burden of maintenance which he has borne for so many years with so much loving care.’

William too, had to make his sacrifice. He had wanted to be a doctor, but now must leave school, and take an clerical job in the Excise Office. ‘Behold me then,’ he says, somewhat ruefully ‘on February 6th, aged about fifteen and a half, launched on my life’s work.’ For even this least creative member of the Rossetti family, it was uncongenial, but there he was to remain until his retirement. If he felt resentment at his lot – and he must have done – he prefers to write of it in his Memoirs with a tone of philosophical acceptance.

For he could see by contrast, the brother from whom he had never been separated, launched on a wholly different trajectory, despite family poverty. The family felt that their marvellous boy could not be confined in a strait-jacket and Gabriel had been allowed to leave school at the age of 13. In spite of the expense, he was enrolled at Sass’s Art school in the Strand, ‘not wanting,’ says his father ‘to thwart his inclination, I have started him on the profession he covets. If he succeeds, he will aid my old age.’

Christina, younger than the others, was not yet called upon. But governessing loomed; there could surely be no escaping it.


Chapter 4




‘Sweet rose do not wither,’

The Girl said.

But a blight had touched its heart

And it drooped its crimson head.

(Three Moments: 1850)




Now the days in the Charlotte Street house were dreary indeed. Her mother and brother were out-every day earning their meagre pay, steady Maria was far away, and Gabriel was occupied with his studies. Christina was left alone all day with the invalid. His blindness was getting steadily worse, and so were his spirits, casting ‘a thick mantle of gloom’ over the rest of his family. As for suffering in silence, that was not Gabriele’s way, and as the years wore on, he became increasingly gloomy, talking of death.

It was hardly ideal company for a young girl, already prone to ‘melancholy’ and cast by religion into an inflexibly serious mould. Perhaps she felt guilty because she was not adding anything to the family income and anxious about her future. Also, and this might have been as important as any of the other reasons, she was coming to understand how essential poetry was to her; and though the Victorians might adulate respectable lady poets such as Mrs Hemans, poetry was seen as a dangerous trade for a woman, making her neglect her duties. ‘Literature cannot be the business of a woman’s life, and it ought not to be!’ Southey snarled at Charlotte Bronte. As Christina scrutinized her developing character, she might have felt her creativity as something monstrous and unholy, with insistent demands of its own; something that went counter to the womanly virtues church and society demanded of her.

Under all these strains, something had to give. What gave was – unsurprisingly – her health. William writes: ‘She was not fully fifteen when her health became obviously delicate.’ In November 1845 – shortly before her fifteenth birthday, Dr Charles Hare examined her. From the notes he made at the time, he allowed Mackenzie Bell, Christina’s first biographer, to reproduce some anodyne lines of description: Tully the middle stature; appears older than she really is – 15. Hair brown; complexion is brunette, but she is now pale (anaemic) Conformation good.’

But more than anaemia seemed to be the matter. Confidentially, Dr Hare told Bell something else. This comment was passed on to a friend of his, Godfrey Bilchett, who later jotted it down in his own copy of the Life. ‘The doctor who attended on Christina Rossetti when she was about 16 – 18 said then she was more or less out of her mind (suffering, in fact, from a form of insanity, I believe a kind of religious mania.)’ This note, hidden in his book, was not rediscovered until 1968.1

What does it tell us? Not, alas, as much as we would like to know. ‘Religious mania’ usually takes the form of fear of damnation as it did with Cowper; in Christina’s case, perhaps excessive examination of conscience had produced an excessive sense of her own shortcomings, and her confirmation had produced a religious crisis. Still, one person’s fervour is another’s religious mania, and the doctor simply might not have been sympathetic to High Church practices. And there can be something suspect in a doctor’s analysis of a woman’s mental health; even today a woman is more likely to be termed ‘neurotic’ or ‘hysterical’ than a man. Christina did not like Dr Hare, and her feelings probably sprang from a sense that he did not understand her.
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