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Poetry is with me, not a mechanism, but an impulse and a reality. 

(Christina Rossetti, letter to Blackwood’s Magazine, 1854)1 

 

[S]ome of my verses have grieved you…If sad and melancholy, I suggest that few 

people reach the age of 31 without sad and melancholy experiences: if despondent, 

I take shame and blame to myself, as they show that I have been unmindful of the 

daily love and mercy lavished upon me. But remember, please, that these and the 

rest have been written during a period of some 14 years, and under many varying 

influences of circumstances, health and spirits; that they are moreover not mainly 

the fruit of effort, but the record of sensation, fancy, what not, much as these came 

and went. 

(Christina Rossetti, letter to Adolph Heimann, April 1862)2 

 

I. 

In most of the images of her, whether paintings or photographs, she is 

depicted with pursed lips, her distinctive Italian features – somewhat exotic 

in Victorian England – adding a strange melancholy to her appearance. Her 

gaze is mostly fixed reflectively in middle distance. Sometimes her lips are 

curled quizzically into a vague recognition of some ironic thought. She 

never smiles, though she rarely looks unhappy. 

 

One early twentieth-century commentator wrote that “to look at portraits of 

Christina is to feel that she was a born mystic; the eyes seem to be filled with 

                                                
1 Simon Humphries, “Introduction”, in Christina Rossetti, Poems and Prose, ed. 
Humphries, Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, 2008, p. xx. 
2 Rossetti, Poems and Prose, p. 385.  



inward vision, the entire pose is that of one who holds aloof from earth and 

its cares and pleasures”.3 This might be an overly romanticised statement, 

characteristic of much of the mythologising that happens in biographies and 

reminiscences of Rossetti,4 yet there is no doubt that her eyes possess a look 

about them suggesting a profundity of thought that disconnects her gaze 

from us. The most famous paintings including her are from her brother, 

Dante Gabriel, who used her as the model for a number of his medieval or 

sacred heroines. Always her face is accorded a suitably wan Pre-Raphaelite 

demeanour, as though hers has been a life of intense longing or thwarted 

passion. In one particularly famous work, Ecce Ancilla Domini, or The 

Annunciation, she is depicted as a young and uncertain Mary, hunched back 

into her bed while Gabriel (modeled by brother William) stands over her, a 

branch with white flowers in his hand. Her eyes, ever evasive, are averted 

from the angel. 

 

Likewise, she evades neat classification. Neither fitting comfortably as the 

exotic or elusive femme fatale of Pre-Raphaelite art nor as the dour spinster, 

too passionate and independent to be “the angel of the hearth”, too pious 

for our modern age to be considered truly passionate, Christina Rossetti is a 

figure of curious ambivalence; and this has made her the subject of much 

scholarly speculation. Thanks to Michel Foucault’s reading of Victorian 

literature through the lens of sexual repression, many are inclined to view 

the writings of Victorian women in particular as reflecting a thwarted 

sexuality which the age or the strictures of religious faith prevented from 

being expressed.5 It is certainly tempting to read Rossetti’s work in this way, 

looking primarily, at our highly constructed image of the woman who 

                                                
3 “Christina Georgina Rossetti”, in Heroes of the Catholic Revival, London: Catholic 
Literature Association, 1933, from Project Canterbury, 
http://anglicanhistory.org/bios/cgrossetti.html.  
4 Chapman, The Afterlife of Christina Rossetti, p. 49. 
5 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Vol. 1, trans. Robert Hurley, New York: 
Vintage, 1990. 



remained unmarried to her death and rejected suitors on the basis of 

conscience. Yet Rossetti’s work is far more complex than such a reading can 

reveal, just as her age was more complex than Foucault’s stereotype of the 

“imperial prude…emblazoned on our restrained, mute, and hypocritical 

sexuality”.6 According to such a reading, if sexuality is not placed in the 

forefront, it must be locked away in the closet. Yet Rossetti shows that 

passion can exist even in the heart of a “devout spinster”, and in this way 

she challenges many of our assumptions and expectations.7 

Certainly, there are problems that emerge in making sense of a woman who 

in some ways typified the crises of her age and in others resisted them. 

Alison Chapman’s critique of the approach taken often in biographies of 

Rossetti explores this issue, focusing on the ways in which Rossetti has been 

historically constructed. Chapman particularly examines the representation 

of Rossetti as “hysterical”, suffering from a condition which, in the Victorian 

age, indicated feminine instability but which, from the late twentieth 

century to now, is often read through the lens of repression, a view which 

connects Rossetti’s much reported “adolescent breakdown” with “the 

reigning in of her spirited personality to fit the requirements of Victorian 

femininity”.8 While Chapman challenges this kind of reading, her approach 

is still bogged down in literary theories which distract from, rather than 

leading us closer to, an appreciation of Rossetti the writer.  

 

Too often interpretations of her work see an irresolvable chasm existing 

between the world in which she lived and the heavenly world to which she 

looked. That, or they assume that, being a spirited and passionate woman, 

any sign of hysteria or mental illness in her must have come from a clash 

between her inner world and the world around her. Though there might be 

                                                
6 Ibid., p. 3. 
7 Alison Chapman, The Afterlife of Christina Rossetti, London: Macmillan, 2000, p. 
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8 Chapman, The Afterlife of Christina Rossetti, p. 51. 



truth to this, and though much of her work draws its power from these 

tensions, I would argue that these tensions are necessary to, not problems 

in, her work, and that much of Rossetti’s writing helps us to make sense of 

how to resolve these tensions as believers living in a world which, though 

beautiful, still separates us from the world for which we long. 

 

This sense of longing in Rossetti’s work has something of an understandable 

cultural and historical context, given that she wrote at a time of great change 

and crisis. The Church of England was in a state of flux, with many 

intellectual and artistic Christians leaving the state church for Roman 

Catholicism, including the leader of the Oxford Tractarian movement, John 

Henry Newman. It was also a time for many of crisis in religious faith. 

Science seemed to be eroding faith and was leaving either agnosticism (to 

which both the Rossetti brothers turned later in life) or a pseudo-scientific 

quest for the supernatural in its wake. In an era typically, and inaccurately, 

seen as being so prudish and morally restrained that even the legs on tables 

needed to be covered, there emerged art and literature of remarkable 

passion: in literature, there were novels like Wuthering Heights and the many 

other Gothic romances of the period; in the visual and plastics arts there was 

the lavish decorative art of William Morris and the classical sensuousness of 

the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, led by Rossetti’s brothers. Passion was in 

abundance in the Victorian era, but it often stemmed from the war that 

seemed to exist between the old and the new, or from the moral and 

religious conflicts of the age.  

 

Yet Christina Rossetti is remarkable in her age for maintaining largely 

orthodox Christian faith, and remaining with the established church, while 

also presenting life and the human heart with all the vividness of her more 

liberal contemporaries. She was as comfortable representing the light and 

dark of romantic love as she was in exploring faith through some of the most 

compelling devotional work of her age. Indeed, these two sides to Rossetti’s 



work are part of the reason why it is so powerful to read her: her writing 

reflects the wrestling of her soul with extraordinary honesty, sometimes 

even rawness, even though she wrote with exquisite and often delicate 

beauty. 

 

II. 

The youngest of four children born to Italian ex-patriot, Bonapartist and 

Dante scholar Gabriele Rossetti and Anglo-Italian teacher Frances Lavinia 

Polidori, Christina Georgina Rossetti was born in December 1830 into a life 

of complexity and contradiction. Sharon Smulders notes that her very name 

indicates this contradiction: 

 

[A]s a reminder of her father’s politics, she took her first name from 

Princess Christina Bonaparte; as a reminder of her mother’s 

respectable English connections, she took her second name from 

Georgina (daughter of Sir Patrick) Macgregor.9 

 

Nevertheless, many of the tensions which biographers see in Rossetti’s life 

are not as great as they might assume. Nor was her life as miserable and 

unfulfilled as they often suggest it was.10 Although it may seem from her 

poetry that Rossetti died young and lonely, this is in fact far from the truth. 

Her life was certainly a troubled one, including much ill-health, and her 

pain-filled death from breast cancer is consistent with the more melancholy 

view we may have of her life. Yet she died at the age of sixty-four, which was 

certainly not young for her era. Moreover, her lifelong singleness was in 

some respects a matter of choice; she rejected two proposals, both for 

religious reasons. This may have made her lonely, but it did not necessarily 

make her unfulfilled simply for the fact that she prioritised her faith over 

                                                
9 Sharon Smulders, Christina Rossetti Revisited, New York: Twayne Publishers, 
1996, p. 2.  
10 Ibid., pp. 1-2. 



romantic love. To say such is to grossly misunderstand the nature of faith 

and conviction in her life. She also maintained close relationships with her 

family throughout her life. In her later years she lived with her older sister 

Maria Francesca, before Maria moved into an Anglican sisterhood. Her 

brothers were also close companions and strong supporters of her writing, 

Dante Gabriel proving a particularly helpful editor and William Michael 

encouraging her deeply and publishing some of her work posthumously as 

well as her letters. 

 

However, the melancholy side to her life still must be acknowledged. She 

suffered from a variety of physical and psychological ailments throughout 

her life. Her relationships were also sometimes hampered by loss. By the 

time of her death, her relationship with William had been somewhat 

affected by his marriage to Lucy Madox Brown, and Maria Francesca had 

died, as had Dante Gabriel and her close friend Charles Bagot Cayley. 

Moreover, the last days of her life included periods of fear and, according to 

William, “the terrors of her religion”.11 It is therefore difficult to see her life 

in either wholly hopeful or wholly negative terms. Like many believers and 

writers – indeed, like many people – her life was a mixture of the two, and 

her work was so often a means of reconciling these two opposing strands. 

 

A number of details emerge quite clearly from Rossetti’s own discussion of 

her poetry which might help us to understand this tension in her work. First 

of all, Rossetti speaks of her work as a kind of “impulse”, a force of 

expression which is highly personal and reflects the range of emotions and 

circumstances which she experienced throughout her life. It is also clear 

that, at different seasons, Rossetti looked to different forms of writing, 

suggesting that her inner world required a variety of modes of expression. In 

the 1860s and 70s, her writing of poetry reduced noticeably, with her major 
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poetic work in this period being Sing-Song: A Nursery Rhyme Book. 

Humphries notes that “it is significant that, at this time, her creativity should 

be released by writing into a seemingly undemanding literary genre”.12 A 

similar evolution is seen in the late 1870s through to the early 90s, during 

which she composed a number of major devotional works for the Society for 

Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK).13 During this same time period, 

Rossetti also wrote the poems collected in A Pageant and Other Poems, a 

collection which can to an extent be characterised by the poem, “The Key-

Note”, a reflection on “the Winter of [her] year” which decries the absence 

of “the songs I used to know”.14  If these former songs have passed or 

become meaningless to her in this season, then new songs must be sung, 

new notes must be discovered, new means of writing must be found. This 

constant search for the right songs to sing in each season of life is a facet 

beautifully characteristic of the richness of Rossetti’s work. 

 

It is almost impossible to read much of Rossetti’s work and fail to see that 

she was a woman who knew what it was to both love and lose that love. First 

there are the many poems and songs which deal with the impact of death 

upon love. “Song (When I am dead, my dearest)”, “Remember”, “Echo”, “A 

Dream” and “Love Lies Bleeding” all concern themselves with love that is 

lost, forgotten, dead or fragile. Added to that are her many references to the 

common, and highly symbolic, names for the various flowers and plants 

which would have been familiar to an English girl of Rossetti’s 

temperament: love-lies-bleeding, forget-me-nots and, most comfortingly, 

heartsease. Then there are several poems presenting characters who wrestle 

with unwanted, unrequited or unstable love, including the wry but telling 

poetic rejection letter, “No Thank You, John”. Rossetti’s work is replete with 

motifs of love in all its complex possibilities. 

                                                
12 Ibid., xxii. 
13 Ibid., xxiii. 
14 Rossetti, Poems and Prose, p. 215. 



 

Arguably her two most famous poems, “When I am dead, my dearest”, and 

the sonnet “Remember”, have at their heart the question of how love is 

affected by death, a question which had hung with gothic intensity over 

Wuthering Heights but which is given a quite different tone in Rossetti’s 

work. “Remember” is perhaps the least clearly Christian of the two poems. It 

is striking at first that Rossetti should speak of death as “the silent land”, a 

statement which seems to speak of the afterlife as empty, a vacuum. Yet we 

need to remember that Rossetti is not offering a comment here on the 

nature of life after death, although this is something that she has been 

concerned with in several of her poems, including “A Better Resurrection”, 

“Up-Hill” and “The Thread of Life. Instead, she is viewing death from the 

perspective of two lovers; love must necessarily divide them, and the poet 

considers how that division will impact the one who remains. What happens 

to that love, she seems to ask, when death has made it no longer a physical 

and temporal reality? The poet desires to be remembered, yes, but also 

desires for grief to end and for smiles to replace sadness. The fact that this 

poem does not offer a consolation beyond death does not mean Rossetti 

herself did not believe in such consolation; she quite clearly did. Yet here 

we can see what is arguably an important feature of her poetry: that it 

expresses the longings and the churnings of the heart, and does not always 

constrain this to fit into a completely orthodox expression. 

 

Here, in fact, her work draws much of its power. If it means that at times her 

theology is flawed or ambiguous, this is not perhaps as concerning as some 

might make it. Rossetti’s work, so often explicitly devotional, is not so much 

focused on a didactic purpose; rather, it has an expressive purpose, a 

transformative purpose. It takes the raw material of love, beauty, grief, 

despair and – that cloud that hangs over much Victorian literature – death, 

to create something which is, in microcosm, highly expressive of the realities 

of the human heart, orthodox and otherwise, but, in broader view, draws its 



hope and its consolation from something which has the power to triumph 

over it all. 

 

For some, the role of Rossetti’s Christianity in her poetry is a thorny subject. 

Readers approaching her work with a Christian worldview may struggle with 

the openness and uncertainty of much of her writing. Secular readers, on 

the other hand, will struggle with the fact that the vast majority of her 

poems are explicitly Christian. Simon Humphries, in his introduction to the 

Oxford World’s Classics edition of Rossetti’s work, expresses the complexity 

of this aspect of her poetry: 

 

There is no point in denying that this is a problem – the major 

problem – that faces readers of Rossetti’s work. How do we relate 

what we may think of as the poetry’s “literary” qualities to its 

religious content? For some, the poetry achieves an enticing openness 

in spite of – or even in resistance to – its oppressive load of religious 

ideas. For others, explication of those religious ideas is the primary 

task, even if that entails closing down the poetry’s open-endedness.15 

 

The answer, of course, cannot be to divorce Rossetti from her Christianity. 

She wrote too much that was, by its very nature, aimed at expressing 

Christian ideas, and devoted too much of her life to the maintenance and 

expression of her faith, for this to be possible. If her Christianity ruins her 

poetry for some, then so be it. Yet we cannot ignore that it plays a central 

role.  

 

I would, however, argue – as in fact does Humphries – that by viewing 

Rossetti’s “‘literary’ qualities” alongside her “religious content”, her work 

emerges richer, not poorer, for the process. As Humphries notes, “the more 
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we read Rossetti’s poetry, the more we may feel that its puzzles and secrets 

are inseparable from its theological certainties – and also from its theological 

uncertainties.”16 In fact, I would take this a step further and say that, in 

viewing the two alongside each other, tensions and all, we can gain a richer 

sense of the role of creativity and poetry within the devotional life, a step 

which might take us further away from “oppressive” conceptions of 

Christianity and closer to the “thread of life” which Rossetti valued so 

deeply.  

 

III. 

I first encountered Christina Rossetti when I saw the film noir classic, Kiss 

Me Deadly, in which Rossetti’s “Remember” was a kind of plangent motif of 

mourning and memory running throughout the film. Later in my studies at 

University, I came across her two brothers in some subjects I took on the 

Victorian era. We read a slightly self-important essay by William about the 

Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood which I largely ignored. I avoided Dante 

Gabriel as much as I could.  

 

The following year, however, as I was about to embark on an Honours thesis 

focusing on Victorian literature, I found an old copy of Christina’s Time 

Flies: A Reading Diary, one of the devotional works which she wrote for 

SPCK, selling second-hand at a Christian bookshop in the city for 90 cents. 

I took it home as though I had found hidden treasure. That year, Rossetti 

introduced me to the Anglican liturgical calendar, of which I – a low-church 

Anglican myself – had previously known nothing, and I found in her 

reflections a comforting place in the midst of an academically and 

philosophically challenging year. While my studies forced me to engage with 

Foucault’s “We Other Victorians” (1978) and Elaine Showalter’s Sexual 

                                                
16 Ibid. 



Anarchy (1990), Rossetti feasted on God and reminded me that beauty, 

passion and faith could coexist without latent perversity. 

 

Apart from her brothers’ involvement in the aesthetic movement which 

overlapped with the subject of my thesis, I would find another link between 

Rossetti and the ideas that I was exploring in my study, a link which would 

actually prove quite significant to Rossetti’s work: her connection with the 

Oxford Tractarian Movement. Made famous by John Henry Newman’s 

controversial conversion to Roman Catholicism, it was in fact a movement 

for renewal within the Church of England which in some respects united 

evangelicals and high Anglicans – or, at the very least, brought a number of 

evangelicals into communion with high Anglicans. Rossetti’s mother, an 

evangelical herself, was an example of this, as was William Dodsworth, the 

minister of Christ Church, Albany Street, where Christina and her mother 

worshipped. 17  Certainly, a number of Tractarians apart from Newman 

converted to Catholicism, Dodsworth eventually being one of them. Yet a 

number remained in the Anglican church, Rossetti being a significant one, 

significant not so much because of her impact as a leader in the established 

church – her theology meant that she maintained that women should not 

have leadership roles – but because of the cost that this would bring for 

Rossetti personally, rejecting the proposal of marriage from Pre-Raphaelite 

painter James Collinson, who himself converted to Catholicism.18  

 

Rossetti was in some ways also distinct from this movement, exhibiting, as 

Humphries has noted, a number of theological approaches which were not 

common amongst the Tractarians. Her fascination with apocalyptic scripture 

in some respects aligns her more with evangelical Anglicanism, as does her 

personal interpretation of scripture without the mediary of priesthood.19 

                                                
17 Humphries, “Introduction”, pp. xxv-xxvi. 
18 Ibid., xix-xx. 
19 Ibid., pp. xxvi-xxvii. 



These two aspects of her work are most prominent, certainly, in her 

devotional writings, and stand out particularly in a number of later poems 

which blend apocalyptic imagery with commentary on the social issues of 

her times.  

 

Fixed as it often is on the immaterial world explored in Revelation and 

similar scriptures, Rossetti’s work could be seen to advocate a kind of 

asceticism in this world. Refusing two offers of marriage on religious 

grounds and often presenting the visible world as a source of temptation 

and suffering, it is easy enough to draw a direct line between the apparent 

mysticism of Rossetti’s averted gaze and the heavenward vision of her 

poetry, and from this to conclude that she lived a life of sacred detachment. 

This is, once again, to do her work a disservice. Her life was by no means a 

monastic one. Though Anglican sisterhoods were emerging in Rossetti’s 

lifetime, and though her sister Maria herself joined one such sisterhood, 

Christina herself never did.20 Moreover, her investment in her family – most 

notably the time she spent devotedly caring for Gabriel when his mental 

health led to suicide attempts and a dependence on “chloral” 21  – 

demonstrates that, if her eyes were fixed on heaven, she nevertheless lived 

out its values on earth. Indeed, this commitment to serving others was in 

fact a feature of the Anglo-Catholicism of her age, seen in Rossetti and 

others like her working among London’s prostitutes and other destitute 

women, a ministry quite far removed from the doe-eyed mysticism with 

which she is sometimes associated.22 

 

                                                
20 Kathleen Vejvoda, “Christina Rossetti”, in Catholic Women Writers: A Bio-
Bibliographical Sourcebook, ed. Mary R. Reichardt, Westport: Greenwood Press, 
2001, p. 329. 
21 Christina Rossetti, The Family Letters of Christina Georgina Rossetti, ed. William 
Michael Rossetti, London: Brown, Langham and Co., 1908, pp. 70-71. 
22 Vejvoda, “Christina Rossetti”, p. 329. 



In fact, Rossetti’s work often shows as much celebration of life as it shows 

removal from it. Moreover, the nature of the Christian calling on earth was a 

particular interest of hers, and can be seen even in the way that she thought 

about her rejection of romantic love. One particularly interesting example of 

this is found in the sequence of sonnets entitled Monna Innominata. Largely 

addressed to the persona’s unnamed beloved, the poems express the 

complex relationship between human and divine love; the voice of the poem 

loves the beloved deeply yet also loves God, and loves Him more. The sixth 

sonnet expresses this with particular power: 

 

Trust me, I have not earned your dear rebuke, 

I love, as you would have me, God the most; 

Would lose not Him, but you, must one be lost, 

Nor with Lot’s wife cast back a faithless look 

Unready to forego what I forsook; 

This say I, having counted up the cost, 

This, though I be the feeblest of God’s host, 

The sorriest sheep Christ shepherds with His crook. 

Yet while I love my God the most, I deem 

That I can never love you overmuch; 

 I love Him more, so let me love you too; 

Yea, as I apprehend it, love is such 

I cannot love you, if I love not Him, 

 I cannot love Him if I love not you.23 

 

Though there is a school of thought which sees in this sequence Rossetti’s 

poetic exploration of her feelings for Charles Cayley, whose proposal she 

also rejected due to his agnosticism,24 the key idea which emerges from this 

                                                
23 Rossetti, Poems and Prose, pp. 229-230. 
24 See Benjamin Balter’s analysis of Monna Innominata, on Victorian Web 
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poem is not an autobiographical one, more an expression of the way in 

which Rossetti viewed love for others as a necessary part of love for God. 

Yes, her love for God trumped all human loves; yet she could not love God 

without loving others. Thus, Rossetti’s persona fixes her eyes both on the 

one she loves and on eternity: 

  

Time flies, hope flags, life plies a wearied wing; 

Death following hard on life gains ground apace; 

Faith runs with each and rears an eager face, 

Outruns the rest, makes light of everything, 

Spurns earth, and still finds breath to pray and sing; 

While love ahead of all uplifts his praise, 

Still asks for grace and still gives thanks for grace, 

Content with all day brings and night will bring. 

Life wanes; and when love folds his wings above 

Tired hope, and less we feel his conscious pulse, 

 Let us go fall asleep, dear friend, in peace: 

A little while, and life reborn annuls 

Loss and decay and death, and all is love.25 

 

Life, it seems, is a source both of joy and of weariness. It is possible to be 

content with every day and grateful for what each day offers; it is possible to 

love in the present and to show grace in the present. Yet all of this, Rossetti 

suggests, will be overshadowed by what will come “when love folds his 

wings above / Tired hope”. Better, she argues, to “fall asleep…in peace” and 

awake when “loss and decay and death” are rendered nothing and in their 

place “all is love”. 

                                                                                                                                      
somewhat implausible, considering that Cayley was himself agnostic while the man 
of Rossetti’s poems clearly has some degree of Christian sympathy, which is 
suggested in the fact that the persona of the poem states that she knows he “would 
have” her love God more than she loves him. 
25 Rossetti, Poems and Prose, pp. 232-3. 



 

IV. 

One of the problems which will inevitably rear its head in secular 

discussions of a writer like Rossetti is that the perspective from which they 

approach her work is fundamentally at odds with her own perspective. The 

discussions of suffering and mental illness in her life are key examples of 

this. A perspective which views this life and one’s mental and physical 

wellbeing within it as the most important things will struggle to understand 

how sacrifice and surrender might be positive. Yet, if we take a perspective 

which recognises the potentialities of the life to come, we need not be 

deeply concerned with surrender or affliction in this life. In fact, if love for 

God trumps love for man, then rejecting the proposals of men who would 

take her away from her love for God makes perfect sense. The same can be 

said for mental anguish. There is much in this life which will cause such 

anguish, and that does not automatically mean that the person or their 

worldview is necessarily wrong. There is an assumption we adopt quite 

readily, largely inherited from Freud and his kin, that if all is well with our 

soul (psyche), then we will be mentally well. This is helpful, but not the 

whole story. History has been full of people who experienced mental 

anguish, not because anything was wrong with their soul but in fact because 

something was right with it; they longed to be united with God. This is 

something which we can draw from the apostle Paul’s description of the 

current state of humanity: 

 

We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains 

of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we 

ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we 

wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.26 

 

                                                
26 Romans 8:22-23 NIV. 



A similar perspective is expressed when Paul writes: 

 

Now we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have 

a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built by human 

hands. Meanwhile we groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly 

dwelling, because when we are clothed, we will not be found naked. 

For while we are in this tent, we groan and are burdened, because 

we do not wish to be unclothed but to be clothed with our heavenly 

dwelling, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life.27 

 

Though neither of these passages figures explicitly in Rossetti’s poetry, it is 

not difficult to see how this Biblical thread runs through her work and her 

thinking. Earthly life, while often full of glories and joys, must also be 

incomplete and unsatisfactory. If in fact all cannot be well within us until we 

are at home in God, there will be anguish until that happens.  

 

This is an idea which is seemingly central to Rossetti’s work, especially in 

the many poems which she wrote about death. One particularly poignant 

discussion of this comes in the sonnet “Rest”, which speaks poetically to the 

earth which will bury the unnamed woman being mourned. Though there is 

evident sadness for the one who has died, this sadness is resolved in a sense 

of the peace which is now upon her: 

 

She hath no questions, she hath no replies, 

Hushed in and curtained with a blessed dearth 

Of all that irked her from the hour of birth; 

With stillness that is almost Paradise.28 

 

                                                
27 2 Corinthians 5:1-4 NIV. 
28 Rossetti, Poems and Prose, pp. 26-27. 



This reference to “all that irked her from the hour of birth” suggests that life 

itself is a time of pain and separation, where death provides a “stillness that 

is almost Paradise”. The word “almost” is particularly significant in 

Rossetti’s thinking and might help us to make sense of the “silent land” 

which figures in “Remember”. In many of her death poems, she presents the 

dead person – usually female – as “sleeping at last, the struggle & horror 

past”.29 Death, in this sense, is a moment of rest. It is not the end, yet 

Rossetti often pauses there, suggesting a view of the afterlife in which the 

dead sleep before being awoken to glory.  

 

Here Rossetti uses another Pauline concept, that of those who have “fallen 

asleep”, such as we see in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-15, or in a passage which 

Rossetti drew on directly, 1 Corinthians 15, with its magisterial, extended 

discussion of the Resurrection. This passage figures in what is certainly one 

of Rossetti’s most powerful works, “The Thread of Life”, a sequence of three 

sonnets presenting first the “irresponsive silence” of the surrounding world, 

and working towards a triumphant declaration of the day when we will hear 

“a sweet new song of His redeemed set free”.30 This poem draws much of its 

power from the almost imperceptible transition it makes from the despair of 

the first sonnet, in which we all “stand aloof” – an image of undead, 

voiceless people who strangely prefigure the “hollow men” of T.S. Eliot’s 

poem – to the “new song” of redemption, when God will “bid” her and 

others to sing: 

 

O death, where is thy sting? 

And sing: O grave, where is thy victory?31 

 

                                                
29 Ibid., p. 263. 
30 Ibid., pp. 242-243. 
31 Rossetti, Poems and Prose, p. 243. 



Certainly, Rossetti’s eyes have been changed by the glories she anticipates. 

Yet this transformation seems to have allowed her to view death without 

fear. She does not consider whether or not the moment of “sleeping” will be 

one of which the sleeper is aware; instead, she recognises that such sleep is 

still a relief. It is, however, a relief because it ends the pains of life, not 

because it is in itself the end. Instead, Rossetti, from early in her career to 

the end, continually returned to the hope of the Resurrection, a hope which 

allowed her to say, in the fittingly titled poem, “A Better Resurrection”: 

 

My life is like a frozen thing, 

 No bud nor greenness can I see: 

Yet rise it shall – the sap of Spring; 

 O Jesus, rise in me.32 

 

V. 

Those who see in Rossetti’s work a tension between her faith and the 

ambiguity of her work have perhaps bought into a misconception of faith: 

that it erodes mystery and removes the poetry from life. This is not only 

untrue; it is particularly unhelpful. Firstly, it suggests that faith cannot be 

the subject for the eloquence or subtleties of poetry. If this is the case, then 

what is for many a highly significant aspect of human existence must be 

removed from poetic exploration. Moreover, it is an assumption that 

Rossetti’s work surely challenges. One example of this is found in the 

elegant and beautiful simplicity of one of Rossetti’s nursery rhymes from 

Sing-Song: 

 

Who has seen the wind? 

 Neither I nor you: 

But when the leaves hang trembling 

                                                
32 Ibid., p. 72. 



 The wind is passing thro’. 

 

Who has seen the wind? 

 Neither you nor I: 

But when the trees bow down their heads 

 The wind is passing by.33 

 

Humphries comments on this poem, noting that its “puzzle about the visible 

presence of an invisible power” is arguably undermined by the realisation 

that, in the Bible, the invisible presence of the wind often signifies the 

presence of God: 

 

Perhaps…when we recognize this symbolism, our response to the 

rhyme changes? Perhaps, now, it becomes a less open, less enticing, 

poem – a poem that excludes those who do not possess the theological 

knowledge to interpret it, and that offers not a puzzle or a secret, but 

a religious lesson.34 

 

Humphries, of course, is open to recognising the way in which mystery and 

faith sit comfortably together in Rossetti’s work. Yet there is something 

about his statement here which is troubling, as it assumes that a “religious 

lesson” must be divorced from “a puzzle”. Again, anyone who has read 

Ecclesiastes – indeed, anyone who has dug deep in their faith and 

persevered through doubt – will know that faith is often full of mystery. 

Indeed, Rossetti shows us that poetry can be a wonderful means of bringing 

faith and mystery together. Moreover, the nursery rhyme loses none of its 

subtlety and delicacy for including the presence of God in the poem; rather, 

it remains an elegant reflection on the paradoxes of existence, more 

powerful for being expressed with such simplicity. 

                                                
33 Rossetti, Poems and Prose, p. 205. 
34 Humphries, “Introduction”, in Rossetti, Poems and Prose, p. xvii. 



 

Rossetti’s mastery of poetic form is surely one of the features of her work 

which allows it to retain poetic power. Her most commonly used form was 

the sonnet, of which she wrote many – so many that she began her last 

collection A Pageant and Other Poems with a dedicatory sonnet to her mother 

which began 

 

Sonnets are full of love, and this my tome 

Has many sonnets…35 

 

Perhaps it was this association with love which so drew Rossetti to the 

sonnet; yet this alone does not seem to explain the fact, since a number of 

her sonnets are far from romantic. Instead, there seems something about the 

sonnet which blends elegant precision with the transcendent qualities given 

through rhyme and rhythm which make it suitable for the sorts of often 

metaphysical reflections in which Rossetti engages. Also, her attraction to 

the Petrarchan sonnet is significant. The Petrarchan sonnet, grouped into 

an octave (eight lines) and a sestet (six lines) allows for a transition of 

thought in the middle of the poem which fits Rossetti’s approach well. Also, 

the variation in the rhyming scheme of the sestet – no two Petrarchan 

sonnets will necessarily rhyme their sestets the same way – increases the 

fluidity of the poem; the rhyme still allows for unity, but the variation gives 

it a greater delicacy than is possible with the impact of the Shakespearean 

sonnet’s final couplet. 

 

In her later poems, Rossetti also showed particular mastery of another 

poetic form, one which could in fact typify her approach to poetry even 

more than the sonnet: the roundel. A form made famous by Rossetti’s fellow 

Victorian poet, Algernon Charles Swinburne, the roundel (similar to the 

                                                
35 Rossetti, Poems and Prose, p. 214. 



French rondeau) is an eleven-line poem which contains a cycling rhyming 

scheme of ABAB BAB ABAB. It also contains a refrain which is set up in the 

opening line. Rossetti’s most famous and arguably most accomplished 

roundel, “Sleeping At Last”, can serve as an example here: 

 

Sleeping at last, the trouble & tumult over, 

Sleeping at last, the struggle & horror past, 

Cold & white out of sight of friend & of lover 

Sleeping at last. 

 

No more a tired heart downcast over overcast, 

No more pangs that wring or shifting fears that hover, 

Sleeping at last in a dreamless sleep locked fast. 

 

Fast asleep. Singing birds in their leafy cover 

Cannot wake her, nor shake her the gusty blast. 

Under the purple thyme & the purple clover 

Sleeping at last.36 

 

One thing is particularly worthy of note in Rossetti’s approach to the 

roundel, which is her use of repeated words. While some repetition is to be 

expected through the use of the refrain line (in this case, “Sleeping at last”), 

Rossetti achieves even greater elegance in her poem by beginning several 

lines with the same words, seen in the first and second stanzas, and by 

sometimes joining lines together through the repetition of key words, most 

notably her use of “locked fast” followed by “Fast asleep”, a strategy of 

linking which makes the act of being “fast asleep” sound safe and protected 

through its association with being “locked fast”. The roundel gains its poetic 

impact through this delicate repetition, a strategy which could be tedious if 

                                                
36 Rossetti, Poems and Prose, p. 263. 



a poet of lesser sensibilities than Rossetti were using it. In Rossetti’s hands, 

the form is turned into something which finds freedom within constraint; 

the repetition is comforting, not closed, and the three-word refrain leaves its 

truth hanging, clear but understated in its simplicity. 

 

Rossetti wrote many roundels in her final years as a poet. She also wrote a 

number of poems which used similar features, albeit in slightly more liberal 

ways. One of particular note is found in her devotional work, Time Flies: A 

Reading Diary. Printed as the entry for June 6, this poem deals with two of 

Rossetti’s favourite poetic symbols, the plants known as “Heartsease” and 

“Love-lies-bleeding”. Rossetti was not the only Victorian poet to use “Love-

lies-bleeding” as a potent symbol in her work. The common name for 

amaranthus caudatus, it refers to a flowering plant which blooms downwards 

in drooping clusters of tiny crimson-purple flowers; the colour and texture 

of the flowers simultaneously suggests love and blood, and for poets who 

were concerned with the interplay of love and suffering, it is easy enough to 

see why this plant would be a popular metaphor to use. For Rossetti, it was 

at once a symbol of the pain of lost love and of the pains through which love 

is able to purify its objects. Indeed, its symbolic power seems to achieve its 

fulfillment in the image of the Cross, on which love truly lay bleeding, in a 

manner which was liberating, not sorrowful. Rossetti’s poem for June 6 

perfectly and subtly demonstrates this: 

 

Heartsease I found, where Love-lies-bleeding 

Empurpled all the ground: 

Whatever flowers I missed unheeding, 

Heartsease I found. 

 

Yet still my garden mound 

Stood sore in need of watering, weeding, 

And binding things unbound. 



 

Ah, when shades fell to light succeeding, 

I scarcely dared look round: 

“Love-lies-bleeding” was all my pleading, 

Heartsease I found.37 

 

Here Rossetti uses the same rhyming scheme as the roundel and the same 

repetition of the refrain, but uses shorter lines, and greater variation in line 

length, to achieve a subtler kind of musicality than the roundel usually 

offers. However, it is the poem’s understated meaning which is of particular 

power here. The poet, observing a “garden mound” which “stood sore in 

need of watering, weeding / And binding”, nevertheless finds consolation, or 

“heartsease”, in the presence of “Love-lies-bleeding”. The sight of the 

garden is a distressing one, and the persona “scarcely dared look around”. 

Yet “Love-lies-bleeding” serves as her “pleading”, a statement which evokes, 

with remarkable poetic power, the Biblical idea, found particularly in the 

letter to the Hebrews, of basing one’s plea for help upon the blood of Jesus. 

In a garden bed that is parched, sore and full of weeds, the only “heartsease” 

that can be found comes from the knowledge that “love lies bleeding”. 

 

This poem is, though neither one of Rossetti’s most famous nor 

accomplished poems, is in many ways a perfect example of her work. It 

brings together some of her most commonly used symbols. It considers the 

pain and suffering of life, evoking this all the more for saying so little about 

it. Yet it also finds consolation in faith, and manages to express this in a way 

that retains the openness of poetry without compromising the power of the 

truth. 

 

                                                
37 Rossetti, Poems and Prose, p. 350. 



If Rossetti had only focused on the joys of strong, unwavering faith, she 

might have ended up with poems which were more consistently orthodox in 

their expression of Christianity. Yet it is difficult to see how such poetry 

could have given her and her readers the deep consolation that it has in the 

end given. Instead, in Rossetti’s work we find life presented to us in all its 

complexity. It is perhaps no surprise that one of the two books of scripture 

most commonly drawn upon in Rossetti’s work is the book of Ecclesiastes, 

with its recognition of all the seasons and ambiguities of human experience. 

This meant that at times Rossetti gave focus to aspects of human life which 

would not normally fit into “religious” poetry: she explored the loss of love 

and the pain it brings; she explored grief and jealousy; she explored despair. 

Yet all of this must still be tempered by that other part of scripture which so 

fascinated her: the book of Revelation. It was this book which enabled 

Rossetti to see beyond the sufferings she experienced in this life to the 

glories, and the fulfillment, that lay beyond them. 

 

This receives perhaps its most eloquent exploration in my favourite of 

Rossetti’s poems, the beautifully simple “Up-Hill”: 

 

Does the road wind up-hill all the way? 

 Yes, to the very end. 

Will the day’s journey take the whole long day? 

 From morn to night, my friend. 

 

But is there for the night a resting-place? 

 A roof for when the slow dark hours begin. 

May not the darkness hide it from my face? 

 You cannot miss that inn. 

 

Shall I meet other wayfarers at night? 

 Those who have gone before. 



Then must I knock, or call when just in sight? 

 They will not keep you standing at that door. 

 

Shall I find comfort, travel-sore and weak? 

 Of labour you shall find the sum. 

Will there be beds for me and all who seek? 

 Yea, beds for all who come.38 

 

Rossetti, according to her brother William’s account, finished her life in 

many ways troubled and desperate in her faith,39 a fact that may have much 

more to do with the intensity of her medical and psychological illnesses than 

with the strength, or weakness, of her faith. In her lifetime, Rossetti showed 

remarkable awareness of life’s complexities, alongside an often crystalline 

insight into the truths of faith, a faith which we trust allowed her, “travel-

sore and weak”, to nevertheless enter the rest, and later the glory, which so 

transfixed her poet’s eyes. 

 

                                                
38 Rossetti, Poems and Prose, p. 85. 
39 Humphries, “Introduction”, in Rossetti, Poems and Prose, xxiv. 


