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Foreword


ELIZABETH MACNEAL



‘A fountain sealed’ is how William Michael described his sister Christina Rossetti in his preface to The Poetical Works of Christina Rossetti.


And it is this image – which William Michael took from Rossetti’s poem ‘The Heart Knoweth Its Own Bitterness’ – that chimes with how I have always read and understood Rossetti’s life and art. As a teenager, I read her poetry and was awed by the sheer beauty and power of it, but I was always left a little bewildered. What is it about, I wondered? What does it all mean? In short, to read Rossetti is to realize, quickly: here is a woman who refuses to be pinned down.


Christina Rossetti was born into an extraordinarily artistic household. Her father, Gabriele Rossetti, was a Dante scholar and Italian political exile; her mother, Frances Polidori, was a well-read and ambitious woman, who encouraged her children in the arts, set them sonnet-writing competitions, and wished them to be ‘distinguished through intellect’. Rossetti was something of a prodigy: she had an original mind and a natural ear for verse, and deployed her skills playfully. One such verse, composed at the age of five, read: ‘Cecilia never went to school / Without her gladiator.’ There is that element of surprise, of boldness, and her characteristic succinctness – while also posing more questions than she answers.


This brimming playfulness shone through her childhood: she was even known as Vivace – the Italian for ‘lively’. She and her brother, Dante Gabriel, who would go on to become a renowned painter and founder of the Pre-Raphaelite movement, were even known as ‘the storms’; while Maria and William were ‘the calms’. One of my favourite sketches of Christina was drawn by Dante Gabriel in 1862, entitled Christina Rossetti in a Tantrum, one foot raised above the ground, a table, chair and clock broken and scattered around her. But this was also the same woman who, deeply religious, was portrayed by Dante Gabriel as a meek virgin in The Girlhood of Mary Virgin, her eyes down, her expression serious. It is a painting I cannot resist: whenever I am near Tate Britain in London, I find myself making a diversion to see it, to gaze at it, to try and understand something of Rossetti.


These dual, contradictory images of Rossetti have led many critics to conclude that her temperament was forever altered following a series of emotional collapses; the first of which occurred when she was fifteen. However, I think it is impossible to read Rossetti’s poetry and not see that carefree, tantrum-throwing Vivace shining through even her darker themes of sacrifice, piety, vanity and death. In fact, it is this contrast which gives her poetry its mercurial quality, its power, its wide imagination, and its depth. She returns time and again to the motif of love threatened by death, of which ‘Goblin Market’ is the blazing example.


And what, indeed, is ‘Goblin Market’ and what is it about? The freshness, the sing-song nature of the poem belie its elusiveness. Christina Rossetti may have commented that she ‘did not mean anything profound by this fairytale’, but it remains one of the most-discussed poems in the English canon. As an undergraduate, I remember being flummoxed and disorientated by this poem, tittering over the clear eroticism (how on earth to interpret ‘sucked their fruit globes fair or red’?); while also flailing around for something definitive to say, a neat conclusion to draw. Critics, like the goblin men, have proffered a jostling array of interpretations: is it a parable about temptation and sacrifice, anorexia or vampirism; an allegory about salvation; a critique of consumerism; an expression of lesbian or incestuous pleasure?


This is the delight of reading Rossetti: the enticing feeling of craning an ear to try to catch something just heard. Such a quality suffuses the poem; even her form is experimental, her rhymes refusing to conform to a conventional scheme, echoing, instead, the musical market cries of its vendors. When a work is as original as this, of course, there are always critics who fail to grasp its complexity. The critic John Ruskin wrote that her ‘irregular measures’ were the ‘calamity of modern poetry’ and that she ‘should exercise herself in the severest commonplace of metre until she can write as the public like.’ But this misses the point: it misses the natural and unique freshness of Rossetti’s writing. Rhymes pick up again half a page later; her language is astonishingly delicate and precise (‘what peaches with a velvet nap’ ‘neat like bees’). Hers is a poetry guided by ear rather than a static scheme or form, and it is this fluid structure which only enhances the sense of mystery.


In life, too, Rossetti fostered this ambiguity and distance by insisting that her friends and relatives destroy all letters and personal material relating to her when she died. Even the act of writing, William Michael tells us, took place in private: ‘she consulted nobody’. I like to think of her, alone in her room, playfully composing the poem ‘My Secret’. It begins, as ever with a resounding directness:




I tell my secret? No indeed, not I:


Perhaps some day, who knows?


But not to-day; it froze, and blows, and snows,


And you’re too curious: fie!


You want to hear it? well:


Only, my secret’s mine, and I won’t tell.







Or, after all, perhaps there’s none:


Suppose there is no secret after all,


But only just my fun.





There it is again: the apparent simplicity of language, its straightforward rhymes; and a collision at the heart of it, a refusal to reveal her secret, by turns teasing (‘just my fun’) and defiant (‘fie!’), or even to reveal if there is a secret at all. Hers is an aesthetic of evasiveness, its secrets part of its joy.


So, too, is this secretiveness a core part of her religious poetry, her writing influenced by the rich symbolism and allegory of the Authorised Version of the Bible. It is impossible to read Rossetti’s poetry and not grasp the seriousness and power of her religion – a faith so strong that she turned down two marriage proposals from men she loved – as well as how utterly it suffuses and shapes all of her work: even the structure of poems such as ‘Goblin Market’ take their form from religious texts, in this case Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress. Just as Matthew, one of two brothers, grows sick from feasting on fruit in Bunyan’s text, and is then purged by a doctor in an explicitly Eucharistic manner; so too does Lizzie yield to temptation, eat forbidden fruit, and undergo a similar purging.


Each December, as I stand in a cold stone church and sing Rossetti’s hymn ‘In The Bleak Midwinter’, I am awed and heartened by Rossetti’s extraordinary legacy. In 1875, Macmillan, who had been her publishers since 1861, released Goblin Market and Other Poems, illustrated by her brother Dante Gabriel. In the century and a half which followed, the poem was illustrated more than twenty times, including the striking woodcuts by Laurence Housman in this edition. While Rossetti may have composed her work privately, she lived fully in the world, and her renown was such that she was suggested for the role of Poet Laureate in 1892.


The texts and authors she influenced, too, are many and widespread, a legacy due in part to the richness and elusiveness of her poetry. In particular, ‘Goblin Market’ has found a significant and varied appeal: Lewis Carroll acknowledged the poem as inspiration for Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, while at the grubbier end of the scale, Playboy magazine included the poem as part of its Ribald Classics series of 1973, accompanied by some extremely explicit illustrations.


My favourite tribute to Rossetti came from Virginia Woolf, who summarized Rossetti’s prodigious ability, poetic musicality, and appeal better than anything I can express. It feels fitting, too, to end this foreword with words written by another woman of remarkable talent:




Yours is a complex song. When you struck your harp, many strings sounded together . . . A firm hand pruned your lines; a sharp ear tested their music. Nothing soft, otiose, irrelevant cumbered your pages. In a word, you were an artist.












To


My Mother,


In all Reverence and Love,


I Inscribe this Book.











[image: Original decorative title page from Macmillan's 1893 edition of Goblin Market]






[image: A black and white illustration of a group of goblins wearing hats. They are hiding underneath a copse of trees. Laura and Lizzie kneel on the ground, hugging each other, with their faces hidden. There is a crescent moon in the top left of the scene, and the sun rises from the bottom right.]




GOBLIN MARKET


Morning and evening


Maids heard the goblins cry:


“Come buy our orchard fruits,


Come buy, come buy:


Apples and quinces,


Lemons and oranges,


Plump unpecked cherries,


Melons and raspberries,


Bloom-down-cheeked peaches,


Swart-headed mulberries,


Wild free-born cranberries,


Crab-apples, dewberries,


Pine-apples, blackberries,


Apricots, strawberries;—


All ripe together


In summer weather,—


Morns that pass by,


Fair eves that fly;


Come buy, come buy:


Our grapes fresh from the vine,


Pomegranates full and fine,


Dates and sharp bullaces,


Rare pears and greengages,


Damsons and bilberries,


Taste them and try:




[image: A group of goblins in the woods. One of them carries a woven basket and two goblins carry plates of fruit.]




Currants and gooseberries,


Bright-fire-like barberries,


Figs to fill your mouth,


Citrons from the South,


Sweet to tongue and sound to eye;


Come buy, come buy.”




[image: A goblin carrying a basket of fruit and a grapevine.]




Evening by evening


Among the brookside rushes,


Laura bowed her head to hear,


Lizzie veiled her blushes:


Crouching close together


In the cooling weather,


With clasping arms and cautioning lips,


With tingling cheeks and finger tips.


“Lie close,” Laura said,


Pricking up her golden head:


“We must not look at goblin men,


We must not buy their fruits:


Who knows upon what soil they fed


Their hungry thirsty roots?”


“Come buy,” call the goblins


Hobbling down the glen.


“Oh,” cried Lizzie, “Laura, Laura,


You should not peep at goblin men.”


Lizzie covered up her eyes,


Covered close lest they should look;


Laura reared her glossy head,


And whispered like the restless brook:


“Look, Lizzie, look, Lizzie,


Down the glen tramp little men.


One hauls a basket,


One bears a plate,


One lugs a golden dish


Of many pounds weight.


How fair the vine must grow




[image: A goblin holds a ladder up against a tree, while another goblin climbs the ladder to pick fruit from the tree. One of the goblins sits on a branch of the treee holding a basket of fruit. Two goblins hunch together over a large basket of fruit under the tree.]






[image: A group of goblins carry woven baskets filled with fruit. They wear hats and long capes, and in the background other goblins are collecting fruit amongst the trees.]




Whose grapes are so luscious;


How warm the wind must blow


Through those fruit bushes.”


“No,” said Lizzie : “No, no, no;


Their offers should not charm us,


Their evil gifts would harm us.”


She thrust a dimpled finger


In each ear, shut eyes and ran:


Curious Laura chose to linger


Wondering at each merchant man.


One had a cat’s face,


One whisked a tail,


One tramped at a rat’s pace,


One crawled like a snail,


One like a wombat prowled obtuse and furry,


One like a ratel tumbled hurry skurry.


She heard a voice like voice of doves


Cooing all together:


They sounded kind and full of loves


In the pleasant weather.




[image: An illustration of Laura looking at the goblins.]




Laura stretched her gleaming neck


Like a rush-imbedded swan,


Like a lily from the beck,


Like a moonlit poplar branch,


Like a vessel at the launch


When its last restraint is gone.




[image: Three crouched goblins walk in single file.]




Backwards up the mossy glen


Turned and trooped the goblin men,


With their shrill repeated cry,


“Come buy, come buy.”




[image: Four goblins gather around Laura. She is kneeling next to water and the scene is reflected in the water.]






[image: Four goblins carry baskets of fruit.]
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When they reached where Laura was


They stood stock still upon the moss,


Leering at each other,


Brother with queer brother;


Signalling each other,


Brother with sly brother.


One set his basket down,


One reared his plate;


One began to weave a crown


Of tendrils, leaves and rough nuts brown


(Men sell not such in any town);


One heaved the golden weight


Of dish and fruit to offer her:


“Come buy, come buy,” was still their cry.


Laura stared but did not stir,


Longed but had no money:


The whisk-tailed merchant bade her taste


In tones as smooth as honey,


The cat-faced purr’d,


The rat-paced spoke a word


Of welcome, and the snail-paced even was heard;


One parrot-voiced and jolly


Cried “Pretty Goblin” still for “Pretty Polly;”—
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