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iThe Rossetti Legacy

This groundbreaking study reveals how the Rossetti siblings revolutionized Victorian conceptions of selfhood through a sophisticated dialectic that transcends conventional binaries – matter and spirit, sacred and secular love, strength and vulnerability, divinity and depravity. While their contemporaries remained trapped in Victorian doubleness, Dante Gabriel and Christina Rossetti boldly negotiated these opposing forces, creating a radical new synthesis that challenges our understanding of 19th-century thought. Their extraordinary fusion of matter and spirit – a deliberate departure from Victorian orthodoxy – resurrects a profound intellectual tradition extending from Renaissance humanism through Romantic idealism. This intellectual courage manifests most brilliantly in their pioneering integration of word and image: for Christina, this synthesis illuminates aesthetic-religious relationships through liturgical symbolism and ceremonial ritual; for Dante Gabriel, it achieves what Walter Pater recognized as the rare marriage of aesthetic brilliance with ‘deep, philosophic reflectiveness’. This comprehensive investigation penetrates the siblings’ dialectical philosophies to expose unexpected affinities and crucial differences, establishing vital connections between their poetic principles and artistic innovations across all creative phases. The result is not merely a reinterpretation of the Rossettis, but a fundamental reconsideration of Victorian intellectual history and its enduring influence on modern consciousness.
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The Victorian literary and artistic siblings Christina Rossetti and Dante Gabriel Rossetti are in some way quite unrepresentative of the great figures of their time, one known for her piety and the other for his sensuality. Even their ways of engaging with social issues are unconventional compared with other contemporary poets like Tennyson and the Brownings, whose works often feature grand themes such as the clash between religion and science and the issues of race and British imperialism. The Rossetti siblings’ representations of social problems are more personal, which are usually grounded in the concerns and struggles of their private life. But it is also in this sense that their works can still have relevance today, as their self-expressions set up a model for negotiating the individual inner world with the external reality and reconciling personal desires with the higher truth of life, which manage to transcend the limitations of specific cultural and historical references.

Virginia Woolf’s well-known comments on Christina Rossetti in her diary and essay are representative of readers’ impression about ‘[t]he pressure of a tremendous faith’ and the sad, melancholy tune and gloomy subject matter dominating Christina’s poetry,1 which partly explains why many of her poems were consigned to near oblivion after her death. Feminist scholarship in the late twentieth century greatly helped to restore Christina as a major Victorian poet, whose status has been further confirmed by current critical studies on the influence of her religion and the interaction between the feminist and religious impulses in her writings, which come to be seen as congruent and complementary rather than mutually exclusive. My research builds upon these revisionist readings and Christina’s widely acknowledged aesthetics of renunciation. For the critical efforts to reconcile her gender and faith, however, they largely focus on the influence of her religious conviction in the public domain, that is, on her feminist and political stances, while tending to oversimplify its impact on her domestic life. There seems to be a tacit consensus about Christina’s transcendental tendency and her sacrifice or repression of the body for the 2spirituality of daily life, while I would like to argue that the relationship between the body and the soul is not an either-or question for her, but sensuality is always foregrounded alongside religion in her works. A close examination of their dynamics in shaping the selfhood will complement present scholarship on the influence of her religion, and a systematic exploration of her dialectic will promote understanding of her renunciatory poetics.

Dante Gabriel’s standing as a poet has been largely eclipsed by his achievement in art, although he highly values his verse and even rates it above his paintings,2 and many of his contemporaries including Ruskin, Pater, Swinburne, and Morris all acknowledged his greatness as a poet-artist. Walter Pater shrewdly points out both Dante Gabriel’s poetic virtuosity and peculiar talent which may account for his relative obscurity in the literary circle. His exceedingly personal style, unconventional and even recondite expressions, often archaic subject matter, and profoundly mystic vision make it difficult to find favour with popular taste. His sensuous imagery and ornate rhetoric also tend to blind people to ‘a deep, philosophic, reflectiveness’ behind his imaginative creations.3 Dante Gabriel’s poetry deserves greater recognition for his contribution in ‘the adding to poetry of fresh poetic material, of a new order of phenomena, in the creation of a new ideal’.4 Even his widely acclaimed art is generally taken to be more aesthetic than philosophic, and the apparent and pervasive voluptuousness tends to suggest the decorative nature of his art. Jerome McGann in his compelling and groundbreaking Dante Gabriel Rossetti and the Game that Must be Lost traces and attributes Dante Gabriel’s fall from grace to the negative reviews of the modernists upholding neoclassical standards, with T. S. Eliot as the leader. To do justice to his poetry and art, we need to recognise the reflective spirit palpitating behind his canvas and in his verse. This book argues against Christina’s repression of the body and Dante Gabriel’s contrasting obsession with the body, and instead argues for concurrent and interwoven threads of the sensuous and the spiritual running in their poetry and art. This fusion of matter and spirit deviates from the Victorian ethos which emphasises division of the two, and instead follows a long-standing literary and philosophical tradition which could be traced back to the Renaissance and is carried on to the Romantic era. A clear recognition of this heritage will illuminate their important contributions.


Affinity Between the Rossettis

The connection between Christina Rossetti and Dante Gabriel Rossetti, apart from the ties of blood, was shown at an early stage in their cooperative contribution to the Pre-Raphaelite journal The Germ, and in Christina’s sitting for her brother and other Pre-Raphaelite members as an art model 3in the late 1840s and early 1850s. Two of Dante Gabriel’s first paintings, The Girlhood of Mary Virgin (1849) and Ecce Ancilla Domini! (1850), modelled the virgin on his sister. Dante Gabriel also provided four illustrations for the frontispiece and the title page of Christina’s first two books, Goblin Market and Other Poems (1862) and The Prince’s Progress and Other Poems (1866), and on top of that helped with the bindings, the selection of colours, the size of page and type of paper, and the printing.5 For the title poem of The Prince’s Progress in Christina’s second volume of poetry, the brother and the sister went as far as discussing it in minute details – its structure, characters, and incidents – in a copious correspondence throughout the winter months of 1865. With the publication of Goblin Market, which was an immense success, Christina was hailed ‘High Priestess of Pre-Raphaelitism’ and the ‘Jael who led the [Pre-Raphaelite] hosts to victory’ by Edmund Gosse and A. C. Swinburne respectively.6 She was the first in the Pre-Raphaelite circle to win popularity; her poetry accorded with the Pre-Raphaelite principle of naturalism and their emblematic approach to art and poetry, and her first book with Dante Gabriel’s illustrations fulfilled their goal to unify word and image.

Christina’s interest in image further manifests itself in her conception and publication of the two books for children, Sing-Song (1872) and Speaking Likenesses (1874). She accompanied each poem with a pencil sketch by herself for the first book, and was particularly aggressive in negotiating with her publisher for an appropriate illustrator for it.7 The dialogue of image and text was remarkable in the way Arthur Hughes, the commissioned illustrator, worked from Christina’s own illustrated manuscript, taking messages from both her poems and her initial drawings, and Christina was in turn inspired by Hughes’s illustrations which led to her further revision of the poems.8 Similar and more obvious visual-verbal dialectic is shown in Dante Gabriel’s lifelong project of providing paintings for his as well as others’ poems and writing sonnets to accompany pictures, the double works of The Blessed Damozel and Astarte Syriaca being the most famous examples. Moreover, as Lorraine Kooistra shrewdly observes, the fusion of word and image symbolises the combination of ‘the material “body” (the picture) with the intangible “soul” (the verse)’.9 This double pursuit of literature and art is characteristic of the practice of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood and is manifested in their magazine The Germ. In combining word and picture, Christina and Dante Gabriel exemplify one of the Pre-Raphaelites’ guiding principles of ‘the intertexture of spiritual sense with material form; small actualities made vocal of lofty meanings’.10

For the literary dialogues between the Rossettis, Christina’s ‘An Echo from Willowwood’ is obviously a conversation with her brother’s sonnet sequence Willowwood, acknowledging his feelings in the wood of despair. Intertextuality is most typically demonstrated in the parallel between the 4protagonist in Dante Gabriel’s ‘Jenny’ (1848, 1869) and the figure Jeanie in Christina’s Goblin Market (1862), with both poems reflecting on the Victorian trope of fallen women. Dante Gabriel’s poem ‘Jenny’ suggests itself, through the later Jeanie, Jenny’s namesake, as the textual precursor of Goblin Market; at the same time, however, whereas Jenny’s voice is muted throughout the poem ‘Jenny’, Jeanie is called up and serves as a warning in Goblin Market, thus gaining agency as a representative of fallen women and a reminder of their inevitable fate.11 That Goblin Market not only responds to ‘Jenny’ but also assimilates it into the new text for its own purpose shows the dynamics of intertextual engagement between the Rossettis.

Moreover, as Angela Leighton demonstrates, the siblings’ childhood games of writing bouts-rimés together give them ‘a shared technical expertise’ on the formal level.12 A typical example of their shared formal elements is their use of doublings and repetitions which are pervasive in their poetry. A few phrases in Christina’s sonnet sequence Monna Innominata are revealing: ‘what I do I do’, ‘I, if I perish, perish’, ‘whom I grieve to grieve’ (1.5, 8.1, 12.2). The same is true for Dante Gabriel, though to a lesser degree, as is shown in the ending lines of his sonnet ‘The Choice’: ‘And though thy soul sail leagues and leagues beyond,– | Still, leagues beyond those leagues, there is more sea’ (The House of Life, lxxiii. 13–14). Leighton argues that repetition more often than not impairs the narrative momentum and obscures the meanings of the text, becoming ‘redundant tautology’, incantation, or slippage – it ‘empties rather than fills, baffles rather than informs’.13 But this seemingly baffling and interruptive rhetorical device is constructive in another sense. When readers are distracted from what they think they know, ambiguity takes place which is the poets’ invitation to the openness of thinking, with an expectation of something unfinished and still to be discovered. The siblings’ ambiguity not only leaves ample space for textual interpretation but also evokes a broad range of possibilities they embrace and registers an openness in their ongoing quests for the unknown. Their poetic language epitomises what Isobel Armstrong identifies as the Victorian ‘systematic and organised ambiguity’.14 Christina’s ambiguity has long been understood in relation to her Tractarian reserve and analogical approach, and John Holmes ascribes Dante Gabriel’s ambiguity to his poetics of inclusiveness which he perceives as the governing idea of The House of Life.15

Criticism on the comparison of the Rossettis, especially of their later works, is not much, even scarce, due to the prevalent view that the siblings took different paths after the Pre-Raphaelite stage – one towards asceticism, the other towards aestheticism. The few critics who juxtapose Christina’s and Dante Gabriel’s poetry to examine their representations of the self have unanimously pointed out their shared doubleness and dividedness and the impact of their family background. The siblings were on the 5one hand under the influence of their mother Frances Polidori, a devout Anglo-Catholic with unassailable decorum and moral rectitude, while on the other hand given more freedom by their father Gabriele Rossetti, who was a political exile and a freethinking sceptic. In addition to that, their grandfather Gaetano Polidori also played a key role in their growth, actively encouraging their literary and artistic pursuits. Rossettian scholars have delved into their representations of different genres and themes ranging from religion to sexuality, from fantasy to Gothic horror, and of the clash between romanticism and religion which is suggestive of their dividedness. They identify the dualism in the siblings’ works and generally represent the brother and the sister as torn between the sensual and the spiritual. In the most recent and systematic work of comparison between the two siblings, Demon and the Damozel: Dynamics of Desire in the Works of Christina Rossetti and Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Suzanne Waldman demonstrates the ‘conflicting appeals of heaven’ and ‘of earth, where her heart contrarily clings’ for Christina’s speakers.16 It is paralleled by a widely recognised tension between the poet’s secular and religious life, and by a division of poetic styles between asceticism and sensuousness. Similarly, Waldman argues that Dante Gabriel’s poetry and art foreground the struggle between the primordial and individualistic sexual desire and the regulated desire for fame and social acceptance, which is further complicated by the higher aim of aesthetic or spiritual redemption.17 Among the Rossettis’ contradictions, she cites the example of Christina’s Goblin Market, which seems to relish the landscape of desire that the poet constructs as demonic, and Dante Gabriel’s The House of Life, which seems to be an unfulfilled quest for earthly love to unite the flesh and the soul.

Situating the Rossettis in their Victorian context, critics have also related this division to a larger picture of Victorian doubleness. The lily/rose, virgin/whore partitions and dichotomised gender roles in that era both express and contribute to an insoluble division within the self. James Eli Adams explains Victorian dividedness against the self with Freud’s idea about the difficulty of reconciling one’s sexual instinct with morality or ‘the demands of culture’, as demonstrated in the Victorian ideal of angelic womanhood which later developed into asceticism.18 Wendell Johnson observes the Victorian dilemma of sexual desire obstructing the subjects from social harmonisation and resulting in alienation and dividedness.19 Loy Martin has also described the typical Victorian split between a ‘desire for autonomy’ and a ‘desire for coherence in the system of social [. . .] ties’ in contrast to the Romantics’ attempts to reconnect with nature and society.20 More specifically, critics have pointed out the limitations Victorian society imposed on the siblings’ writings. Norman Kelvin notes that in an age of faltering faith, it was impossible to reach the spiritual through matter and seek the fusion of the body and the soul as Dante Alighieri did in 6his time; thus, the Rossettis set impossible goals for themselves, and both were engaged in a game that had to be lost.21 Acón Chan argues that while Christina managed to have her female figures transcend the prison of the flesh and patriarchal expectations by way of maladies or supernatural transmutations, she was still writing within the patriarchal constraints of Victorian society, with her figures’ rebellions and transcendence lasting only for a while, after which they die or conform to assigned social roles.22 Regarding the shift of Dante Gabriel’s artistic styles to greater sensuality, Suzanne Waldman contends that this change demonstrates Dante Gabriel’s submission to his monetary drive and to the age of consumption when ‘a pure and sincere rendering of a lady as the ethereal screen of a divine presence would have brought an artist no social recognition’.23

Built upon literary criticism on the Rossettis’ representations of the split self and the strictures of Victorian ideologies on their writing and personal life, this book draws attention to the siblings’ wrestling with this self-division for a new identity. Suzanne Waldman and Elizabeth Ludlow have done commendable work in recognising the siblings’ efforts to transcend the self and create new meanings for their speakers and characters. Despite her emphasis on the Rossettis’ dividedness, Waldman subtly differentiates Christina from Dante Gabriel, seeing the former as gaining access to spiritual ascendancy and the latter as being denied such access, and situates this in the larger context of ‘mid-Victorian conjunction of ascendant femininity and obstructed masculinity’.24 Yet even for Dante Gabriel, for whom there is no realm beyond earth, Waldman still acknowledges the poet’s ability to produce meaning out of the lack in the latter part of The House of Life. The sonnet ‘Barren Spring’ particularly demonstrates his ability to transform hope into despair and then into greater hope through poetic imagination.25 Similarly, Elizabeth Ludlow argues in the final chapter of her book Christina Rossetti and the Bible that Christina succeeded in carving out a path of shaping the self in her last volume of poetry, Verses (1893).26 Her meaning-generating ability is exemplified in poems such as ‘Long Barren’, in which the speaker shifts the depicted objects from those associated with Christ’s Passion to those identified with Christ’s life-giving quality to imaginatively fulfil her aspirations.

Perhaps the most relevant engagement with the Rossettis’ exploration of selfhood is John Holmes’s insightful reading of the siblings’ sonnet sequences in Dante Gabriel Rossetti and the Late Victorian Sonnet Sequence: Sexuality, Belief and the Self (2005). Holmes hails Dante Gabriel’s The House of Life as the archetype for ‘self-exploration and self-expression in poetry’, ‘the iconic poem of the age within avant-garde circles, the essential and unavoidable point of reference for lyric and introspective poetry for over forty years’, and sees Christina’s Monna Innominata and Later Life as her ‘staunchly Christian reply to her 7brother’s sequence’.27 My argument aligns with Holmes in terms of the prominence of selfhood in the siblings’ oeuvre and Dante Gabriel’s inclusiveness in contrast to Christina’s Christian poetics. The specific dialectic under consideration in this book and the verbal-visual approach suggest quite a different framework, though. This book explores the Rossetti siblings’ understandings of selfhood reconstructed in a complex dialectic between matter and spirit, sacred love and secular love, the weak and the strong, the divine and the depraved. I intend an in-depth investigation into their dialectical philosophies as a point of reference to uncover their affinities and differences, connect their poetics with art principles, and draw together the threads of their works of different phases. The dialectic of the body (artwork) and the mind (poetry) essentially points to the agreement and consistency between form and content. Neither of the siblings treats matter and spirit as polarities, nor do they regard the verbal and the visual as two disparate art forms. Rather, each embodies and complements the other, and the interaction between the two types of art helps to illuminate the reciprocity between the body and the soul of selfhood. To blend text and image is to highlight the ‘aesthetic-religious relations’ for Christina and to unite the sensuous and what Walter Pater calls ‘a deep, philosophic, reflectiveness’ in Dante Gabriel.

By arguing for the Rossettis’ dialectical philosophy, this book acknowledges the inherent contradictions characteristic of the siblings’ poetry and art, but meanwhile calls attention to their conscious endeavours to negotiate the opposing sides in their dualism. I propose that the truth the Rossettis seek to explore is a synthesis in the Hegelian dialectic, which can reconcile the contradiction between a thesis and its antithesis. Foremost among the contrasting notions they juxtapose and synthesise are those of body and soul. Both Christina and Dante Gabriel – the former being a devout Christian, the latter remaining ambiguous in terms of faith – align themselves with the sacramental and aesthetic worship in the church of the Middle Ages ‘against that Manichean opposition of spirit and matter’.28 A staunch Anglo-Catholic, Christina nonetheless distances herself from certain doctrines taught and practised in her religion. Lynda Palazzo points out her resistance to the extremism of the second generation of the Tractarians, particularly Pusey’s call for the mortification of the body and worldly renunciation, and cites her representations of the younger sister in ‘The Lowest Room’ and the two sisters in Goblin Market as examples of ‘a feminist vindication of the natural world and of the female body’.29 Christina’s sympathy for liturgical symbols and ceremonial ritual likewise demonstrates her attentiveness to ‘aesthetic-religious relations’.30 In her emphasis on the fusion of the sensual and the spiritual, she challenges the Christian theology of her time which demands that spiritual strength must be gained at the cost of physical vitality. For Dante Gabriel, his dedication 8to the merging between the sensual and the spiritual manifests itself in his extraordinary prose tale ‘Hand and Soul’ (1849–50) about a medieval Italian artist’s quest for ‘the craving of his own spirit’ (Works, 555). In this regard he consciously rebels against the increasingly secularised Victorian art market usurped by the culture of consumerism and utilitarianism while depending on it for his livelihood.


Anatomy of the Self

To both Rossettis, the flesh and the soul are the two integral parts of humankind; it is mainly through exploration of the bodily, the spiritual, and the merging of the two that they seek to transform their artistic selves. Their unique contribution to literary and artistic discourse is primarily indebted to the currents of thought running through the Renaissance and Romantic eras, the two historical periods which provide a fertile ground for the self to be most fully developed and expressed. Among those who stand out in their times, Dante Alighieri and Montaigne are the two Renaissance figures to whom the Rossettis are most aligned, while Rousseau, Blake, Keats, and Poe are the great Romantics whose works the siblings draw most heavily on and in whom they find the utmost inspiration for exploration and transformation of the self.

Bringing spirituality into prominence in The Divine Comedy, Dante not only shows the Rossettis how the self could be elevated by the spiritual, but also sets a precedent as to how religious faith could be mingled with secular love to refashion the self. He imaginatively fulfils a self-created myth in his trilogy by sending the poetic self on a pilgrimage, purging himself and leading himself through trials towards heaven. The Rossetti family’s intense interest in Dante began with their father Gabriele Rossetti, who was a renowned Dante scholar. His children were introduced to Dante’s works at an early age, and among them the eldest sibling Maria Francesca was noted for her piety and her admiration for Dante, for whom she wrote A Shadow of Dante, and William Michael translated the first book of Dante’s trilogy into blank verse. For Christina and Dante Gabriel, in spite of their shared identification with the powerful religious sentiments that permeate The Divine Comedy, the brother and the sister enjoyed different readings of it regarding the interplay between the physical and the spiritual. While Dante Gabriel sees in the figure of Beatrice ‘the transcendent possibilities of erotic love’ and aspires for eternal union of human lovers in his art, Christina observes the supreme position of God over Beatrice in Paradise and the union of both lovers with God.31 Also, the siblings’ attitudes towards religion are markedly different, Christina being a devout Catholic and Dante Gabriel a sceptic who was attracted to Catholic ritual and ceremony in terms of its aesthetic impact and the feelings of awe it engendered. This 9results in the latter’s secularisation of sacred subjects in both poems and paintings and the noticeable shift of his styles to greater sensuality in later phases. Still, he maintained lifelong interests in religion, monasticism, and the legends of the saints which had pervasive influence on his works.

Dante Gabriel’s fascination with Dante is manifested in their identical name, in his celebrated translation of Dante’s Vita Nuova and medieval Italian poetry, and the numerous drawings and paintings he made for Dante (with or without Beatrice). Dante’s influence further extends to Dante Gabriel’s poetic style and voice, and Walter Pater demonstrates the many close parallels between the two, including their style of particularisation, imaginative power, common use of minute imagery and personifications, and, most of all, their individuality and fusion of spirit and matter. Dante Gabriel’s poetry features ‘a vivid poetic anthropomorphism’ similar to Dante’s, and in the former’s dealing with the inanimate world, not only does he give particular shapes and aspects to concepts like Love, Death, or Sleep, but ‘a whole “populace” of special hours and places [. . .] are living creatures, with hands and eyes and articulate voices’.32 For Dante’s synthesis of the material and spiritual, Pater contextualises it in the larger trend towards the resurrection of the flesh in the medieval church and connects this trait to Dante Gabriel: ‘Like Dante, he knows no region of spirit which shall not be sensuous also, or material’; for both of them, ‘the material and the spiritual are fused and blent’.33

Christina wrote two essays devoted to Dante, ‘Dante, an English Classic’ (1867) and ‘Dante: The Poet Illustrated out of the Poem’ (1884), which are revealing about her ideas on love and its relation with religious faith and the development of the self. In her account of Dante’s love story, she emphasises Beatrice’s ‘ennobling influence’ on Dante, despite the physical separation between them, ‘whom love was to unite by an indissoluble, because by a spiritual bond’.34 Thus, it did not matter whether ‘this absorbing passion’ on Dante’s part was returned or not. Dante’s wife, Gemma Donati, shared a similar lot in her unrequited love, which Christina likewise validates. Drawing an analogy between the two important women in Dante’s life, Gemma and Beatrice, and the two biblical wives of Jacob, Leah and Rachel, whom Dante himself alludes to in Canto 27 of Purgatory, Christina not only calls attention to Gemma’s virtue in saving Dante’s manuscripts when he was in exile and their Florentine house was burnt, pitying her ‘comparatively thankless and loveless lot’, but also cherishes the hope that she would be restored in heaven though eclipsed by Beatrice on earth.35 Christina’s defence of Gemma Donati and her emphasis on the spiritual reward of love in both Dante’s and Gemma’s cases testify to her religious faith and her belief in the dynamic between the sensual and the spiritual. Rather than idealising Dante, she refers to his lapse ‘from pure, unbroken faith to his first love into unworthy pleasure’, as recorded in 10Purgatory, Canto 30, and to his reclamation by way of love’s guidance. The starting point of The Divine Comedy is a dark wood from which the shade of Virgil, at the request of Beatrice, rescues Dante and then guides him through the netherworld of lost souls in the hope that he could learn to ‘flee from evil’, ‘retrieving his errors and amending his ways’. Connecting Vita Nuova to The Divine Comedy and Dante’s love to his spiritual progress, Christina holds him up as a model of piety and self-evolution enlightened by love.

Although neither of the siblings ever talked about Montaigne and Rousseau in their works and letters, both of them were well versed in French, and Dante Gabriel also translated a few poems and songs by Victor Hugo, Jean Renart, and François Villon.36 The siblings must have been very familiar with the works of Montaigne and Rousseau considering their huge influence on the Romantic poets. With regards to the body, Montaigne is presumably the first to acknowledge the bodily being as an essential part of humanity, in contrast to previous thinkers who assign to human mind and soul a superior status to that of bodily feelings and desires. With the recognition that ‘It is always with man that we have to do, whose condition is marvelously corporeal’,37 he repudiates the excesses of moral vigour and criticises the moral tradition that sets up superhuman standards which ‘exceed our usage and our strength’.38 This genuine and audacious straightforwardness must have empowered the Rossetti siblings to defy the rigid moral stricture of Victorian society and emphasise the body in their representations.

Montaigne is also acutely aware of the mutability of both human beings and the outer world, and maintains that to understand ourselves is to grasp our limits as humans and be at home with the uncertain, unstable, impermanent part of the self. Perhaps exactly because he realises that ‘there is no constant existence, either of our own being, or of that of what we observe’ and that ‘both we and our judgement and all mortal things are incessantly flowing and rolling on’, he keeps a register of his ever-changing feelings and thoughts as his ‘assays’ or attempts at self-knowledge.39 Montaigne advises man to look for neither the edifying nor the universal, but for an understanding of one’s unrepeatable difference, one’s own demands, desires, and aspirations.40 His acceptance of human limitations and corporeal states is the starting point of the ensuing enthusiastic literary discourse about sensuality. His idea of mutability points to the fluidity and malleability of the self, and his preoccupation with the self and courageous endeavours at self-understanding further encouraged the Rossettis’ artistic endeavours of self-evolution.

As a Romantic pioneer, Rousseau accords with Montaigne’s emphasis on the body but turns sharply away from his idea about human limitations and failings to emphasise man’s holiness, perfection, and self-sufficiency. 11Human nature is seen as fundamentally good, while evil is defined in terms of one’s estrangement from nature – depravity comes when one is ‘separated from nature by the dense web of [social] opinions’, swayed by what others think or expect from him or her, and no longer dependent on his or her inner impulse.41 The good life is defined as living in tune with his or her inner voice and being entirely himself or herself: ‘I long for the time when, freed from the fetters of the body, I shall be myself, at one with myself, no longer torn in two, when I myself shall suffice for my own happiness’.42 Rousseau’s call for a return to nature would prove much more influential than Montaigne’s stress on the body, leading to a gradual loosening of restraints on sensual fulfilment, a recognition of the significance of sensuality, and a fusion of the sensuous and the spiritual, to be brought by the Romantics after him and later echoed in the Rossettis’ works. Rousseau’s idea about estrangement from nature and deviation from the true self also resonates with the siblings’ representations of the split self, and anticipates their exploration for a way out of Victorian self-division to stay attuned to the inner voice of their genuine sentiments.

Blake is in line with the Romantic stress on the body in his recognition of natural desires and earthly joys and his opposition to repression of the body, but he also adds another dimension to the human body – the soul. He advocates for the fusion of the two and further demonstrates his equal emphasis on each of the two through his dialectic and his practice of visual-verbal compound art. A host of paradoxes and antitheses characterise his works, most notably Songs of Innocence and Experience and The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, their very titles manifesting his dialectic. With it he strives to break through all restrictions through the power of imagination, embracing and encompassing those contraries and opposites. The Rossettis align themselves with this great predecessor in all the aforementioned aspects – their visual-verbal approach, the combination of matter and spirit, and their employment of dialectics. Dante Gabriel openly expressed his enormous admiration for Blake. Already a hearty admirer of Songs of Innocence and Experience, he purchased Blake’s Notebook offered to him by chance,43 dedicatedly transcribed the ‘scribbles’, bound it, and kept it with him till the end of his life. Blake’s manuscript, crammed with poems, prose, and numerous sketches and designs, hugely fascinated and inspired the young poet-artist, as William Michael writes in the memoir on his brother:


His ownership of this truly precious volume certainly stimulated in some degree his disregard or scorn of some aspects of art held in reverence by dilettanti and routine-students, and thus conduced to the Praeraphaelite Movement; for he found here the most outspoken (and no doubt, in a sense, the most irrational) epigrams and jeers against 12such painters as Correggio, Titian, Rubens, Rembrandt, Reynolds, and Gainsborough – any men whom Blake regarded as fulsomely florid, or lax, or swamping ideas in mere manipulation. They were balsam to Rossetti’s soul, and grist to his mill.

(DGRFL, i. 109)


Blake’s criticism on the Venetian and Flemish schools of painting surely helped orient Dante Gabriel towards medieval art and cultures. But more than that, Dante Gabriel must have been affected by Blake’s defiant attitudes towards those masters of art before him, which helped to shape the former’s audaciously primitive and vigorous artistic style.

Blake’s revolutionary spirit is also reflected in his attitude towards religion: he censures established religion for its practice of separating the body from the soul, while remaining a pious Christian throughout his life and extending his faith in God to the divinity of every creature. His attack is targeted at institutionalized Christianity instead of religion per se; by differentiating the two, rebelling against orthodoxy while maintaining his faith, he exemplifies how an individual could maintain spiritual values without dependence on the spiritual authority. Dante Gabriel demonstrates a kindred spirit in the way he and the other members of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood revolt against the academic establishment, with their primitivism and naturalism contrasted sharply with the polish and the dainty, stylish patterns adopted by the Royal Academy. Likewise, Christina expresses her revisionist views through her departure from feminine poetic tradition44 and her revision of Romantic values.45 Most notably, upon her assertive interpretation of the Bible, she keeps distance from the patriarchal view of women endorsed by Orthodoxy46 and also revolts against the extremism of the second generation of the Tractarians to acknowledge the beauty of the natural world and the inherent female attributes. Blake and the siblings alike endorsed spiritual independence and managed to construct and maintain their individual voices.

Blake also anticipates the siblings’ dialectical approach to the self in his belief that self-annihilation brings about self-renewal. In Jerusalem, the speaker famously appeals to the Saviour: ‘Annihilate the Selfhood in me, be thou all my life’ (Plate 5.22; E 147). Blake’s advocacy of self-denial and impersonality resonates with Dante Gabriel’s notion of ‘an inner standing-point’, to be discussed next. Robert Essick also proposes that the network of shifting and intermingling characters in Jerusalem suggests Blake’s view of the self as a fluid ‘cognitive phenomenon, instead of an individual ego’.47 Upon forsaking one’s identity, the fluid and malleable self is recast in the furnace of human experiences, merging with all that surround them, until it is reborn with enriched understanding of the world. In her claim to be self-abnegating, Christina similarly aspires to rid egotism and regenerate the self, but meanwhile she intends denial of the self for removal of 13pain and abasement of the self for future glory, as she learns the transference of power from the weak to the strong from the Bible: ‘For whosoever exalteth himself shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted’ (Luke 14.8–11); ‘there was given to me a reed like unto a rod’ (Revelation 11.1).

The Rossettis also draw heavily upon Keats’s sensuality and his idea of impersonality which enable them to fully engage with the body and meanwhile keep the body at a distance. Dante Gabriel’s notion of ‘an inner standing-point’ is reminiscent of both Blake’s idea of self-annihilation and Keats’s idea of negative capability and the chameleon poet. Defending himself against Robert Buchanan’s assail upon his openly sensuous descriptions in several poems including ‘Jenny’ (1848, 1870), Dante Gabriel justifies his lines by arguing for the need of making the narrator a man who frequents the brothel and becomes Jenny’s lover:


the motive powers of art reverse the requirement of science, and demand first of all an inner standing-point. The heart of such a mystery as this must be plucked from the very world in which it beats or bleeds; and the beauty and pity, the self-questionings and all-questionings which it brings with it, can come with full force only from the mouth of one alive to its whole appeal, such as the speaker put forward in the poem.

(Works, 619)


By assuming the role of a young man in whom ‘many half-cynical revulsions of feeling and reverie, and a recurrent presence of the impressions of beauty’ coexist, Dante Gabriel resists passing moral judgment towards both the male speaker and the prostitute and allows for sympathy for both. This openness to human experience is emphasised by the poet’s determination to forsake ‘a treatment from without’ although foreseeing ‘impending charges of recklessness and aggressiveness’ (Works, 619). His adoption of ‘an inner standing-point’ indicates an unbiased attention to both the body and the soul, and a willingness to abandon his own identity and empathise with all human experiences. It clearly echoes Keats’s idea about the negative capability of a chameleon poet. Christina likewise demonstrates and defends this gender-free ‘Poet mind’ in her frequently quoted response to Dante Gabriel’s criticism. Regarding his suggestion about her inappropriate treatment of the topic of illegitimate love in ‘The Iniquity of the Fathers Upon the Children’, Christina retorts in a letter of 13 March 1865:


whilst it may truly be urged that unless white could be black and Heaven Hell my experience (thank God) precludes me from hers, I yet don’t see why ‘the Poet mind’ should be less able to construct her from its own inner consciousness than a hundred other unknown qualities.

(LCR, i. 234)


14Keats’s sensuality and interest in medieval art have an equally if not more profound impact on Dante Gabriel. Abundant criticism has commented on the influence of Keats’s aesthetic on his devotee, and some scholars have attributed the name of Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood to Keats’s comments on early Italian art.48 The name is revealed by Dante Gabriel to his brother William Michael in a letter of 20 August 1848, one month before the Brotherhood was formed:


I have not yet had time to get quite through the first volume of Keats, which is exceedingly interesting. He seems to have been a glorious fellow, and says in one place (to my great delight) that, having just looked over a folio of the first and second schools of Italian painting, he has come to the conclusion that the early men surpassed even Raphael himself!

(DGRFL, ii. 39–40)


Dante Gabriel shares Keats’s love for the archaic simplicity and intense medieval colours, and what particularly interests and inspires him is Keats’s exquisite rendering of the imaginary sensual world of medievalism. Sensuality is the mark of both his paintings and poetry, and medieval subjects predominate his double artistic pursuits, though he is distinguished from Keats in adding strong religious sentiments to his art. Dante Gabriel’s preoccupation with the body and primitive desires leads him to search for the spiritual in the sexual. He wishes to attain his ideal through the feminine principle in much the same way Dante elevates Beatrice from an image of desire to angelic status.

Despite Christina’s taciturnity about the particular figures who have influenced her writing,49 Keats’s influence could be told from her spontaneous quotations of his lines in quite a few of her letters, which in most cases are about the sensual beauty of nature.50 She pays tribute to Keats in her short poem ‘On Keats’, suggesting that although Keats the man is gone, Keats the poet lives on and continues to inspire beauty and love, himself being ‘a fountain of love’. Keats was still in her mind amid her writing of the final devotional prose book (FD, 338). Although the austere simplicity of her later devotional poetry contrasts starkly with the luxuriant sensuality that is characteristic of her brother’s works, readers will not forget the exuberant and vigorously imaginative sensual imagery which features Goblin Market and her other early poems. Keats’s command of sensual lyricism and his imaginative power to evoke physical pleasures must have impressed her enormously. In Christina Rossetti’s Faithful Imagination, Dinah Roe extensively explores Christina’s Keatsian heritage in terms of her dialogue with Keats’s poems, exploitation of Keatsian vocabulary, borrowing of Keatsian scenes, especially the dream-state in his portrayal of love relations, and also her revision of Keats in an ‘attempt to redirect 15Romantic ideas and language into devotional poetry’.51 The sensuality in Christina’s works is distinct from her brother’s. For Christina, sensuousness abounds in nature and also manifests itself in the human body, composing an integral and appealing part of the world created at God’s will; thus, it is to be enjoyed and extolled as it is, but never to be glorified at the risk of overshadowing divine love. This is markedly different from Dante Gabriel, who devotes sensual portraits almost exclusively to the human body – the female body, whereby he establishes the religion of love.

Edgar Allan Poe’s Gothicised Romanticism has also left an indelible mark on the Rossettis’ poetic and artistic tastes. Dante Gabriel’s fascination with Poe is manifested in his four known illustrations for ‘The Raven’ and another two for ‘Ulalume’ and ‘The Sleeper’, and his extensively annotated The Raven and Other Poems (1846).52 Not only is his taste for the mysterious, macabre, and demonic suggestive of the Gothic influence, but his poetic style closely follows what Poe prescribes in his essays and lectures of critical theory. Poe defines poetry as what ‘intensely excites, by elevating the soul’, designates Beauty as ‘the sole legitimate province of the poem’ most conducive to the elevation of the soul and Melancholy as ‘the most legitimate of all the poetical tones’, and recommends the use of the refrain with variation of its application to diversify and heighten the effect.53

All these poetic principles are embodied in Dante Gabriel’s works, which also display a similar form of haunting though it is far from the grotesque in Poe’s case. In all his four illustrations of ‘The Raven’, Dante Gabriel gives visual representations of the spirit of Lenore that haunts Poe’s speaker.54 Not only is Dante Gabriel’s speaker in The House of Life likewise haunted by the spirit of his beloved as a result of his obsession, but the very idea that this house of life – a sequence of sonnets, each being ‘a moment’s monument, – | Memorial from the Soul’s eternity’ (Introductory Sonnet, 1–2) – connects the verbal, the architectural, and the spiritual seems to be borrowed from or at least inspired by Poe. Both the locale of ‘The Raven’, being the lover’s chamber ‘rendered scared to him by memories of her who had frequented it’,55 and the haunted palace in ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ are evocative with reference to both architecture and the mind.

Poe’s preoccupation with the Beautiful is not limited to ‘appreciation of the beauty before us’ but involves ‘a wild effort to reach the Beauty above’.56 Dante Gabriel’s religion of love is not only modelled on his namesake Dante, but is also anticipated by the poetic principle Poe lays down as ‘the Human Aspiration for Supernal Beauty’ and the creation of it, with the differentiation he makes between the two kinds of beauty and two forms of love – ‘the true, the divine Eros – the Uranian, as distinguished from the Dionæan Venus’.57 In Poe’s exhaustive list of the elements which nourish the soul of the poet and which appertain to eternity alone, a large portion 16captures the essence of Romanticism, while the last bit could well serve as a defence or manifesto of Dante Gabriel’s poetry and art:


He feels it in the beauty of woman—in the grace of her step—in the lustre of her eye—in the melody of her voice—in her soft laughter—in her sigh—in the harmony of the rustling of her robes. He deeply feels it in her winning endearments—in her burning enthusiasms—in her gentle charities—in her meek and devotional endurances—but above all—ah, far above all—he kneels to it—he worships it in the faith, in the purity, in the strength, in the altogether divine majesty—of her love.58


Poe’s famous proposition about the death of a beautiful young woman being the most poetical topic applies not only to Dante Gabriel’s poetry but also to Christina’s, though it is told exactly from the vantage point of ‘a bereaved love’ in Dante Gabriel’s case in contrast to the unusual spectral narrative in many of Christina’s poems.59 George Landow discusses Christina’s affinity with Poe in her act of aestheticising the dead female figure, and meanwhile demonstrates her departure from the way other Victorian poets exploit Poe’s principle by giving the dead object of beauty a voice from beyond the grave.60 An avid reader of Poe’s works among other Gothic fiction, Christina employs Gothic tropes and intertwines Gothic with Christianity in her own writing.61 The female subjectivity and agency she gives to a dead beautiful corpse both subvert tradition and echo the latent power of Poe’s female characters, whose voice is often muted, though. In ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’, for instance, the striking similitude between the twin brother and sister of the Ushers and the metaphorical marriage of their bodies at the end of the story insinuate the dissolution of boundary between them. The sister takes vengeance after her death and counteracts the repression imposed by the male power by haunting her brother whose ghastly changes in countenance, appearance, and utterance foreshadow his death, and by preying upon him as a revenant at the end.

As for Christina, the agency of the female ghost is externalised in her poems like ‘After Death’, ‘Song: When I Am Dead My Dearest’, ‘At Home’, and ‘A Coast-Nightmare’. While the cold, enshrouded speaker in ‘After Death’ seems to conform to the subservient and self-sacrificing female stereotype, as is the case with the first stanza of ‘Song: When I Am Dead My Dearest’, the second stanza of ‘Song’ surprises and contrasts with a more playful and self-willed voice. The shift of focus from ‘thou’ (my dearest) to ‘I’, from ‘And if thou wilt, remember, | And if thou wilt, forget’ (ll. 7–8) to ‘Haply I may remember, | And haply may forget’ (ll. 15–16) that concludes the poem, threatens to overthrow the original assumption of female selflessness in the speaker’s unwillingness to have her beloved disturbed by her death, and suggests wilful forgetfulness and indifference in her carefree afterlife. The death 17of a female, and by extension, her material deprivation, augments rather than negates or eliminates her agency, as Poe suggests likewise.

These literary giants and forefathers prepared the way for the Rossettis’ exploration of selfhood through poetic and artistic imaginations. My book seeks to make the case for the fusion of body and soul in the siblings’ perception of selfhood which is at the heart of their dialectical philosophy and is formally embodied in their combination of word and picture. Of the four chapters comprising the heart of the book, the first two chapters are devoted to the three sonnet sequences which are considered the Rossettis’ most important and comprehensive poetic expressions, and the following two chapters deal with the verbal-visual partnership in their double works. The first chapter gives a comprehensive and comparative study of Christina’s two sonnet sequences, Monna Innominata and Later Life, which invite comparison with Dante Gabriel’s The House of Life to be examined in Chapter 2. The third chapter focuses primarily on Christina’s works for children, reading them in relation to her religious vision and calling attention to her interactions with Arthur Hughes, Dante Gabriel, and John Keble in the dialogue between text and image. As the illustrations for Christina’s poetry and fiction for children have considerably shaped reviews of those works, a close examination of the text-image partnership will also enable us to fully appreciate those overlooked texts and recognise their place and significance in her oeuvre. The fourth chapter on Dante Gabriel’s double works looks into his exploration of the self through the verbal-visual portraits of his female muses and interrogates traditional dichotomy between the heavenly lady and the femme fatale. By foregrounding the Rossettis’ dialectics of selfhood, this book calls attention to the siblings’ inheritance of the intellectual current of the Renaissance and the Romantic era, and aims to promote understanding of Christina’s renunciatory poetics and theological vision, and of Dante Gabriel’s aestheticism and mysticism.
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