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Abstract

The act of contextual recovery that motivates New Historicist
readings of Christina Rossetti’s poetry has its own validity, but
the consequence of recovery is often to posit a fully intentional,
strong, and subversive subject position. An alternative critique
s offered which Interprets subjectivities as endlessly
oscillating between positions of presence and absence, subject
and object, silence and speech, here and elsewhere, and between
the text and (impossibly) outside the text. This dynamic allows
for a subtle matrix of collusion with, resistance to, and evasion
of the representational system. | read this matrix as the product
of Rossetti’s biographical and poetical subject positions
conventionally encoded as the superlatively and excessively
feminine, and thus as both the basis of nineteenth-century
gender ideology and its blind spot. The various discursive
pressures on Rossetti’s poetry — specifically Pre-Raphaelitism,
Tractarianism, and Aestheticism — produce an unstable poetic
that both avows and rejects the aesthetic of the feminine.

The Introduction traces the implications of the aesthetic of
the feminine for feminist readings of nineteenth-century gender
ideology. The first three chapters then explore specific
interactions between Rossetti and the aesthetic: Chapter 1
analyses biographical constructions of Christina Rossettl as a
trope for the feminine and for representation itself; Chapter 2
explores D. G. Rossetti’s manLl{-scriptl revisions of her poetry and

her collusions; and Chapter 3 critiques his two earliest



paintings for which she sat as a model for the Virgin Mary and
also critiques her own poetic responses which expose the
repressed alterity beneath her brother’s gender ideology. The
following chapters move on to suggest how other discourses
bear the aesthetic of the feminine: in Chapter 4, ltaly and the
maternal; in Chapters 5 and 6, the Tractarian doctrines of
analogy and reserve.

Each chapter explicates the problematics of contextual
recovery: the poetry is shown not merely to reflect or inscribe
particular ideological positions that New Historicist readings
have interpreted as thematically radical, such as the adoption of
public devotional genres to evade a submissive feminine
position. Rather, her poetry admits a gap between belief in a
transcendental signified and praxis. In the final chapter, this gap
is seen not to encode failure, but to gesture towards endless
possibilities for re-figuring the feminine as the mark of a

subject-in-process, located in the interstice between belief and

praxis, between the Word and worads.
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ntroduction

In a2 review of W. M. Rossetti’s 1904 edition of his sister’s
poetry, Paul Elmer More offers a characteristically nineteenth-

century opinion of the value her poetry:

for page after page we are in the society of a spirit
always refined and exquisite in sentiment, but without
any guiding and restraining poetic impulse; she never drew

to the shutters of her soul, but lay open to every
wandering breath of heaven.!

As More continues to describe the qualities of Rossetti’s poetry,
he insists on her passive renunciation of earthly life along with
the ethereal and spiritual nature of her thought. This
otherworldliness More repeatedly defines as ‘feminine’. ‘as pure
and fine an expression of the feminine genius as the worid has
yvet heard’ (p. 816), ‘the purely feminine spirit of her
imagination’ (p. 816), ‘her feminine disposition’ (p. 816), her
“feminine mind’ (p. 818), ‘feminine genius’ (p. 818, p. 819), and
‘feminine heart’ (p. 820). The article’s litany of the ‘feminine’
discloses its value as a trope of passivity, ethereality and the
non-material: in fact, ‘utter womanliness’ (p. 819). In this
rhetorical move, the cultural construction of femininity
collapses into the biological category female while denying that
the feminine in its most perfect manifestation has any

investment in a bodily existence. More comments: ‘this womanly

1paul Elmer More, ‘Christina Rossetti’, Atfantic Monthly 94 (December 1904),
815-21 (p. 815).



poet does not properly renounce at all, she passively allows the
world to glide away from her’ (p. 816). The non-materiality even
extends to her poetic voice, which at its most feminine does not
even speak at all: ‘am | misguided in thinking that in this
stillness, this silence more musical than any song, the feminine
heart speaks with a simplicity and consummate purity?’ (p. 820).
Throughout More’s analysis, Christina Rossetti is
compared to Elizabeth Barrett Browning, who is castigated as
not feminine enough: ‘so much of Mrs. Browning — her political
ideas, her passion for reform, her scholarship — simply carries
her into the sphere of masculine poets where she suffers by an
unfair comparison’ (p. 818). He finds Barrett Browning
‘irritating’ because of her transgression into the masculine
sphere ‘for which she was not fitted’ (p. 818). The rigidity by
which the feminine is equated with female and masculine with
male exposes an aesthetic of representation, a gender ideology
by which poetry is prescribed and predicated on the sex of the
poetic signature. More thus sets up the masculine and the
feminine as a binary pair whose rigid separation is policed by
the aesthetic. More’s reiteration of ‘feminine’ and his moral
castigation of Barrett Browning, however, suggest an anxiety
that the gender demarcation may not be so stable as he claims.
He acknowledges as much in the comment that women readers
may not agree with his valuation of the two women poets, for:
‘women will judge a poetess by the inclusion of the larger human
nature, and will resent the limiting of her range to the qualities
that we look upon as peculiarly feminine’ (p. 818). Men are, by
contrast, ‘interested more in the traits and limitations which

distinguish her from her masculine complement. They care more



for the idea of woman, and less for woman as merely a human
being’ (p. 819).

More predicates his evaluation of Rossetti upon the
aesthetic of the feminine, a conventional set of requirements
that determines the vocation and output of women poets and the
position of the feminine in the representational system. This set
of rules is both disparate and sketchy, yet it is an androcentric
ideology by which women were culturally defined by their
difference from men, and which appropriates the feminine as its
other.2 And thus it is an ideology based upon repression.

Kathy Alexis Psomiades explores the logic of repression
behind Victorian gender ideology as it is reformulated in
Aestheticist constructions of the feminized male poet. The
instability of the masculine/feminine demarcation is, according
to both psychological and Marxist readings of Victorian culture,
transposed to the feminine’s difference within itself and
manifested by the whore/virgin dichotomy. But Psomiades
argues that this model of repression, while it formulates ‘the
difference within femininity as both the locus of patriarchal
- control and the locus of resistance to that control’, has a

problematic application to the critique of women’s poetry:

the logic of repression provides a good way of detailing
women’s subjugation through gender ideology on the one
hand and the precarious nature of that ideology on the

ZCarol Christ’s critique of gender ideology works from the same assumption but
approaches it in terms of male authored subject matter, not a feminine speaking
agent. See ‘The Feminine Subject in Victorian Poetry’, ELH 54 (1987), 385-401.
Dorothy Mermin considers the implication of the Victorian symbolic investment in
the feminine as the passive damsel to women poets, but argues that the answer is 10
escape gender, to aim for an impossible androgynous ideal. Thus, both Rossetti and
Barrett Browning could not leave behind gender ideoclogy, and were only able either
to reverse gender roles or ‘retreat into feminine submissiveness and self-
suppression.” See ‘The Damsel, the Knight, and the Victorian Woman Poet’, Critical
Enquiry 13 (1986-87), 64-80 (p. 80).



other, but it works less well to explicate women’s

participation In this ideology and the fact that, despite

Its precariousness, it does not, after all, crumble to
bits.3

Instead of offering a double figure of acceptance and resistance
to patriarchy, Psomiades suggests that the feminine functions
as a figure of containment, which shores up political instability
while it also potentially allows for political disruptions to be
figured in an apolitical private space (p. 39).4

More’s assessment of Rossetti identifies her poetry (and
therefore, in the logic of the aesthetic, Rossetti herself) as
firmly feminine, but he does so In order to locate the poetic
subject beyond the material realm. Here, the feminine subject is
figured as so excessively private, interior, and non-material
that it is erased from the text and also, simultaneously,
endlessly posited as the exemplary female. But the speaking
subject In Rossetti’s poetry is not so much the representative
female as the superlatively feminine: always inherently
posthumous and yet speaking from beyond death, caught in the
act of vanishing, and positioned beyond the text. The figure of
feminine containment does surface in Rossetti’s poetry in the
image of the grave and the secretive heart, but the process
whereby feminine subversiveness is made safe has not been
completed and stabilised.

This dynamics of repression that | am claiming for

Rossetti’s poetry is produced by the ‘uneven’ work of various

e

3Kathy Alexis Psomiades, ‘Beauty’s Body: Gender Ideology and British
Aestheticism’, Victorian Studies 36.1 (1992), 31-52 (p. 38, p. 39).

4For a further development of this argument in relation to Christina Rossetti, see
Psomiades, ‘Feminine and Poetic Privacy in Christina Rossetti’'s “Autumn”™ and “A
Roval Princess”, Victorian Poetry 31 (1993), 187-202.
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inter-connected ideologies: Romanticism, Tractarianism, Pre-
Raphaelitism, Aestheticism.> The result is a poetical subject
caught within conflicting discursive practises. In critical
convention, two extremes of Victorian women poets are
represented by Elizabeth Siddal and Barrett Browning: the former
a sign for masculine creativity, the latter transgressive and
political who wrote directly of women’s issues. Giving a voice to
Siddal as the silenced woman poet by recreating her contexts is
a double edged sword which may merely re-inscribe the
stereotype that positioned her as a sign in the first place.®
Margaret Reynolds points out that to reclaim poetic contexts as
‘a universal female experience of oppression’ in order to
explicate poetry is misguided, and subscribes to the nineteenth-
century tendency to read women’s poetry as an autobiographical
reflex.” Similarly, Psomiades points out that: ‘because modern
feminism has its roots in nineteenth-century constructions of
gender, it is [. . .] more than likely, that in the course of recovery
nineteenth-century ideologies may be replicated, rather than
subjected to scrutiny.’® In my readings, Christina Rossetti’s own
absence — the failure of the biographies to offer an historical
personage and the poetic subject’s oscillation between presence
and absence — is not stabilised in terms of historical, cultural

or sociological context. Instead, | keep in play the dynamic

SThe phrase ‘uneven’ is taken from Mary Poovey, Uneven Developments: The
Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-Victorian England (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1988), p. 3.

6Chapter 1 contains a discussion of the historical and textual recuperation of Siddal.

/Critical Introduction to Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh, ed. by
Margaret Reynolds (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1992), p. 11.

S¢<“Material Witness”: Feminism and Nineteenth-Century Studies’, Nineteenth-
Century Contexts 31.1 (1989), 13-18 (p. 14).
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encoded within the feminine subject position as both subject and
object, presence and absence, submissive and subversive.

The work of Dolores Rosenblum is my significant
precursor here. Rosenblum, in Christina Rossetti: The Poetry of
Endurance, gives an engaging and sustained analysis of Rossetti
as both model and artist. The critique, however, assumes an
intentional and fully completed subversion of the patriarchal
objectification of women, resulting in a re-mythologised
Rossetti which keeps in play a biographical trope and the
assumption that women’s art is autobiographical: ‘[her]
strategies engage patriarchal tradition in ways that make it
usable for female experience, and that provide a critique of male
objectification of women in art.”? Further, Rossetti is seen to
forge a ‘consistent and authentic female myth’ (p. 20).
Rosenblum argues that Rossetti can transform otherness into
subjectivity in, for example, the figure of the witness who, as
an exemplary figure, is alienated from the spectacle and yet
transforms her position into that of the visionary (p. 6). This
critique belongs to a particular Anglo-American feminist
tradition, exemplified also by Nina Auerbach’s study Woman and
the Demon.19 Angela Leighton offers a more sophisticated
reading of Rossetti which suggests her acceptance and
disavowal of the aesthetic: ‘the myth of the lovelorn
improvisatrice is both lived, outwardly, and disbelieved,

inwardly, and the combination is the key to her startling

9 Christina Rossetti: The Poetry of Endurance (Carbondale: Southern lllinois
University Press, 1986), p. xv.

10Woman and the Demon: The Life of a Victorian Myth (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1982).



originality and richness as a poet.’17! Again, however,
biographical data emerges as a critical dilemma. Leighton’s
critiqgue suggests an uneasiness with this approach, for each
discussion of Victorian women poets is prefaced by a section
devoted to retelling the biographical facts, which has the formal
effect of separating context from poetry. In the Introduction she
refers to the uneasy doubleness in feminist studies between
ideology and aesthetics and argues that the structure of each
chapter is designed to keep the tensions in play (p. 5). The danger
s, of course, that such an artificial separation over-determines
the biographical account as a myth to be re-presented, and the
poetical analysis as an over-playful ‘matter of endiessly
intertextual style’ (p. 6). In my account of Rossetti’s poetry, | do
not aim to resolve what IS in its very nature an unresolvable
process, but rather to acknowledge the interrelation of
aesthetics and ideology.

The uncanniness of Rossetti’s poetry exposes the
workings of gender ideology, as the feminine subject is both
known and unknown, both ground and vanishing point in the
Freudian narrative of sexuality. Although this repression Is not
wholly contained or translated into otherness, as Psomiades
suggests is the case with the ideology of Aestheticism (see
above), the oscillation of the subject does more than expose the
uncertain boundaries of same and other. In Rossetti’s poetry, the
feminine is also posited as a proto-modernist space, suggested
in the signification of a text rather than the thematics. It

gestures to a site of endless mediation between differences that

bl

11 Victorian Women Poets: Writing Against the Heart (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester,
1992), p. 119.



leaves over a supplement, figured finally as the tautological act
of loving in Verses (1893), the intimation of a new economy.12

Current Rossetti criticism, however, does its best to

translate the uncanniness of her poetry into stable, knowable,
and coherent contexts. The project of recovery is politically
motivated, but unfortunately replaces her within Victorian
gender ideology by collapsing her experience (of fallen women,
of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, of the Oxford Movement)

directly into her poetry. On the contrary, the recovery of
ideological forces confirms i'nterpretation as insistently
problematic.

In Chapter 1, | establish Christina Rossetti’'s position
within the aesthetic, showing that the biog*raphies explicitly
refuse an historical personage and instead convey a paradigmatic
feminine trope. This is exemplified by the circulation and
reiteration of similar (and even identical) material through the
genealogy of biographies. In particular, the suggestion in
nineteenth-century accounts that Rossetti was twice diaghosed
as an hysteric is critiqued as an important textual moment in

which her place in the feminine aesthetic comes under stress.

12The chapters following engage with the feminine aesthetic as a multiple and fluid
category, but it would be useful here to summarise my relation to contemporary
theories of the feminine, in particular to French philosophy which has dominated
recent debates. Although, like Héléne Cixous and Luce lrigaray, | maintain that the
feminine is assigned to the position of death, of the other, and that the repressed
feminine may be recuperated, | also hold that Rossetti’s specific ideological
pressures mean that the process of repression is ongoing and never completed: the
feminine subject is not entirely banished from the text, for she speaks out of the
cultural aporia, symbolically beyond death. The semiotic, as analogous to the
repressed feminine, may intimate these moments as it disrupts the Symbolic order.
In this way | open up a tentative mediation between the apparently contradictory
theories of Cixous, Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva. For further comments on the
relation between what has been termed the ‘holy trinity’ of French theorists, see
Kelly Oliver, Reading Kristeva: Unraveling the Double-bind (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1993), p. 175-77. The introduction to Chapter 4 elaborates
this unheimlich process of speaking out of the aporia.

8



Further, the biographical texts themselves suggest a discursive
practice commensurate with hysterical discourse as posited by
contemporary gender theory. The biographical subject ‘Christina
Rossetti’ is thus seen to be positioned within the
representational system as a sign for the feminine and a sign for
that meaning process itself. Finally, the account of her death-
bed scene suggests the extent to which the trope signifies the
decontextual, the absent, and death itself.

A way of negotiating contextual recovery is offered in the
following chapter. D. G. Rossetti’s revisions of his sister’s
poetry are interpreted as an attempt to re-define and stabilise
her subject position within the aesthetic. D. G. Rossetti’s
changes, in the form of the alteration of titles, the erasure of
references to other poets, the regularization of the verse
patterns, and the deletion of stanzas, make for a poetry that at
once becomes more conventional and more explicitly experiential
that the original versions. The analysis suggests a reason for
Christina Rossetti’s collusion with her brother in the revisions,
aside from the question of her desire to bé published. The
collusions can be explained in terms of the poetic subject, which
is already exiled from the text and positioned elsewhere (the
grave, the heart, the afterlife). This excessive objectivity does
not, of course, fully erase the feminine speaking subject as an
active agent. In fact, the uncanniness of the poetry s precisely
because the subject speaks and yet is projected elsewhere. The
contextual recovery of her brother’s revisions are thus not read
as a simple case of neutralising a radical poetics, but an

overbalancing of the oscillation within the poetic subject



between presence and absence into the position of symbolic
death.

In Chapter 3, | offer another reading of the artistic
exchange between D. G. Rossetti and Christina Rossetti. The
Girlhood of Mary Virgin and Ecce Ancilla Domini, D. G. Rossetti’'s
two earliest paintings for which his sister sat as a model for
the Virgin Mary, position Christina Rossetti as superlatively
feminine in order to stabilise the alterity of his verbal/visual
doubles. Christina Rossetti’s response in two sonnets explicitly
referring to his art suggests the doubleness and duplicity of the
feminine position and include and intimation of an alternative
representational axiom that relocates and recuperates the
subject beyond the text. Again, this is an incomplete process and
‘a utopian desire, not a revolutionary poetics.

The remaining chapters move from a consideration of
feminine identities to a more explicit concern with the position
of the subject. Chapter 4 interprets Italy as the focal point for
issues of the other, the maternal, and the homeland. Reac
symbolically, Italy functions as a trope of exile, and it
transpires that the subject is exiled not just from Italy or
paradise (its symbolic counterpart), but from itself.

Following from this, Chapter 5 again posits a way of
reading Rossetti’s ideological position, in this case her poetry’s
investment in the Tractarian doctrine of analogy. The fissure
between belief and poetical praxis exposes a space of alterity
which a historicist reading cannot account for. In this space Is
positioned the desire of the feminine subject, in between belief

and poetry, subject and other, type and antitype.
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‘Goblin Market’ exposes a similar dynamic, and in Chapter
6 | suggest that the critical tradition, in order to make safe and
contain the ambivalences of the poem, mis-reads and mis-
represents the conflicting moral and fairy-tale discourses. The
intimation of an intersubjective representational axiom in the
poem, as the product of de-stabilising gender and genre
categories is, however, not wholly successful. The analysis of
‘Goblin Market’ suggests a way of recuperating this feminine
space that resists giving the poem a coherent meaning, while
offering a tentative Interpretation of the significatory practise
of the feminine signature in terms of the aesthetic of
representation.

The final chapter continues the concern with the position
of the feminine subject in relation to Rossetti’s final volume of
poetry. The intense desire for dialogue with Christ results in
poems whose thematics would efface gender and the personal In
order to write within public masculine devotional discourse. But
rather than achieving an androgynous subject position, the
poetry radically unsettles gender and genre demarcations. A
subject-in-process is intimated as a tentative and non-
oppressive identity within the androcentric aesthetic that
cannot expel the denotation ‘feminine’ as the repressed other of
androcentrism, but which instead gestures to a more proto-
modernist feminine poetics through musicality, generic
hybridity, and through endless mediation. This final chapter |
offer in place of a conclusion, resisting the urge both to
conclude my analysis and to force closure on a poetics that

enjoys the multiple possibilities of its uncanny oscillations.

11



Chapter 1
History, Hysteria, Histrionics:
Biographical Representations

If only my figure would shrink somewhat! For a fat

poetess is incongruous especially when seated by [t]he
[ sic] grave of buried hope!

—~Christina Rossetti to D. G. Rossetti, 4 August 18811

Wrapt in fire, indeed, was that pure and perfect spirit,
that disembodied soul of song.

—William Sharp on Christina Rossetti?

Who was Christina Rossetti? The biographies — all dependent
upon W. M. ﬁossetti's management of his sister's posthumous
affairs — and reminiscences present us with a character at once
enigmatic and prosaic but always inherently contradictory.
Dichotomies .ascribed to Rossetti — passion/repression,
aestheticism/asceticism — define for Georginé Battiscombe, and
for most of Rossetti's biographers, what is distinctive in her
life: ‘outwardly, Christina Rossetti's life was an uneventful one;

inwardly, it was a continual conflict.’3 W. M. Rossetti authorised

VY The Family Letters of Christina Georgina Rossetti, ed. by William Michael Rossetti

(London: Brown and Langham, 1908), p. 95. Subsequent references will be denoted
CR: FL.

2William Sharp, ‘Some Reminiscences of Christina Rossetti’, Atlantic Monthly 75
(June 1895), 736-49 (p. 749).

3Georgina Battiscombe, Christina Rossetti (London: Constable, 1981), p. 13.
Valerie Ross suggests that the outside/inside distinction is a feature of the genre
within academe: ‘being about the unruly “inside” that must be kept “outside” of
institutional discourse, biography, | argue, facilitates and provokes the
construction, consolidation, and reinforcement of professional identity and

12



this interpretation with his comment on his sister’'s limited

sphere of activity:

It does not seem necessary, in this brief Memoir, to
dwell upon any of the other incidents in her life — all in
themselves insignificant. It was a life which did not

consist of incidents: in few things, external; in all its
deeper currents, internal.4

The mythically constructed split character of Christina
Rossetti allows the biographer to move the normal goal posts of
the genre. Instead of presenting a factual account of the life of
an historical personage, the subject for the biographer becomes
a wholly interior life, an emotional drama. With this shift of
arena, the biographical subject is still presented as an
historical personage, but this has become an ambiguous position;
for with the shift comes an insistence that the personage is also
ahistorical, that she is removed from history by virtue of living
an entirely emotional life and acquiring a status as a feminine
ideal, a saintly poetess. This doubleness — the Insistence upon an
historical subject and the concurrent insistence that the subject
is ahistorical — agitates the stability and presence of the
biographical subject.

Conventionally depicted as a devout spinster whose lyrical
poetry directly transcribes her unrequited love, the biographical
representation of Rossetti subscribes to the aesthetic

construction of femininity while attempting to place such an

authority,” ‘Too Close to Home: Repressing Biography, Instituting Authority’, In
Contesting the Subject: Essays in the Postmodern Theory and Practice of Biography
and Biographical Criticism, ed. by William H. Epstein (West Lafayette: Purdue
University Press, 1991), pp. 135-65 (p. 138).

4The Poetical Works of Christina Georgina Rossetti edited with a Memoir and Notes
by William Michael Rossetti (London: Macmillan, 1304; repr. 1 906), p. lvii,
Further references to this edition will be denoted PW: CR.

13



operation under erasure. Writing about the surge of biographical
interest at the centenary of Rossetti's birth (5 December 1930),

Virginia Woolf begins to explore the problems of biography as a

genre:

As everybody knows, the fascination of reading
biographies is irresistible. [. . .] Here is the past and all
its inhabitants miraculously sealed as in a magic tank;
all we have to do is to look and to listen and to listen
and to look and soon the little figures — for they are
rather under life size — will begin to move and to speak
and as they move we shall arrange them in all sorts of
patterns of which they were ignorant, for they thought

when they were alive that they could go where they
liked.>

Woolf expresses dissatisfaction with the biographical mode that
positions and frames people and events in artificial patterns,
while she also relishes the various Rossetti anecdotes. An
apocryphal anecdote is recounted of a tea party at which,
possibly in response to some remark about poetry, ‘suddenly
there uprose from a chair and paced forward into the centre of
the room a little ‘woman dressed in black, who announced
solemnly, “l am Christina Rossetti!” and having so said, returned
to her chair’ (p. 240). The anecdote might well have the same
source as that offered by Ellen Proctor in her Brief Memoir of
Christina G. Rossetti . During a tea party, Proctor spoke at length
to a lady whom she was later surprised to learn was Christina

Rossettl:

| turned to my late companion, and said, ‘Are you Miss
Rossetti?’ ‘Yes’, she said cheerily, ‘I am’. ‘Miss

SVirginia Woolf, The Common Reader: Second Series (London: The Hogarth
Press,1932), p. 237.
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Christina Rossetti?’ | continued. ‘Christina Rossetti at

your servicel’ was the reply. She was smiling now, and

her face seemed to say, ‘What a wonder you make of
mel’©

For Woolf, Christina Rossetti's name denotes something more
than a name: it signifies a poetess trapped and framed by the
biographies but nevertheless removed from cultural, social ana
historical shapings: ‘years and the traffic of the mind with men
and books did not affect you in the least’ (p. 242). Proctor,
however, tells of how Rossetti's use of her own name
undermines the value Proctor herself has put on it. By inscribing
into her account the supposed puncturing by Rossetti of the
significance of her own name, Proctor insists upon the actual
historical existence of Rossetti, rendered as her prosaic
ordinariness, while also constructing her name as a signifier for
something more than a name. The signification process whereby
the name exceeds its own designation as a name bears within It
the attempted erasure of this process, the mask of its operation.
The presentation in the biographies of a complete and unified
historical personage emerges plainly as a fallacy, an illusory
by-product of the text. To critique this fallacy, furthermore, Is
to see that ‘Christina Rossetti’ as understood in the biographies
‘Is a trope.

For a woman who lived to be sixty-four and was associated
with a literary and artistic coterie, there are surprisingly few
anecdotes about Rossetti in circulation. The source of much
information is the first full length biographical and critical

study, by Mackenzie Bell, which utilises explicitly the

6Ellen A. Proctor, A Brief Memoir of Christina G. Rossetti (London: S.P.C.K., 1895;
repr. 1978), pp. 44-5.
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information given him by W. M. Rossetti and from which
subsequent biographers have taken much of their detail.” Across
the biographies the material is retold in a similar pattern and
the same incidents are repeated with an almost tedious
regularity.8 We are told of Rossetti's impressive vocabulary as a
child, illustrated on the occasion when, less than six years old,
she remarked to a visitor that: ‘the cat looks very sedate’; the
young poet's first verse: ‘Cecilia never went to school / Without
her gladiator’ (Marsh, Christina Rossetti: A Literary Biography, p.
8); and her canary dream, told to D. G. Rossetti (who planned to
paint it) and passed down by William Sharp, in which Christina
Rossetti saw a yellow cloud of escaped canaries converging over
London rooftops and later returning to their cages (PW: CR, pp.
xlix-I; Bell, p. 11). There are other, more apocryphal anecdotes:
her unwillingness to step on a scrap of paper on the street in
case it had written upon it the Holy Name;® her habit of carrying
her cat, Muff, on her shoulders around the house in Torrington

Square; 10 finally, her method of dealing with a young poet who

Mackenzie Bell, Christina Rossetti: A Biographical and Critical Study (London:
Hurst and Blackett, 1898). In the preface to his edition of Rossetti’s collected
poems, W. M. Rossetti admits supplying Bell with much of his information but
denies censoring him, except in a few instances (PW: CR, pp. Ix-Xi).

8Groundbreaking work on the representation of Pre-Raphaelite artists in literary
biography has been undertaken by Deborah Cherry and Griselda Pollock. In
‘Patriarchal Power and the Pre-Raphaelites’, Art History 7.4 (December 1984),
480-95, they expose the reminiscences of the Brotherhood as historically and
culturally determined and not simply a window to the past. Similarly, in ‘Woman as
Sign in Pre-Raphaelite Literature: A Study of the Representation of Elizabeth
Siddall’, Art History 7.1 (June 1984), 206-27, representations of ‘Elizabeth
Siddal’ are separated from the historical personage Elizabeth Siddall (see below for
a fuller discussion of this essay). Both articles also point to the circulation of
similar material in biographical texts. The latest biography of Rossetti by Jan
Marsh admirably attempts to reconstruct and recover Rossetti as an historical

personage, but cannot escape confusing historical personage with representation —
the unavoidable sin of the genre.

9 Katherine Tynan Hinkson, ‘Santa Christina’, The Bookman (London) LXLI (Jan.
1912), 185-190 (p. 187).
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wished to discuss his work with her: upon seeing the manuscript
in his pocket, Rossetti denounced modern poetry so vehemently
that he was terrorised from producing it (Jones, p. 2006).

Following Elizabeth Cowie's influential work on the
semiology of ‘Woman’,1! Deborah Cherry and Griselda Pollock
have analyzed the representation of Elizabeth Siddall in Pre-
Raphaelite literature so as to expose the extent to which she
functions as a sign for masculine creativity. Cherry and Pollock
distinguish between her historical and semiotic construction and
they postulate restoring Siddall as an artist and as an historicai
personage. Both procedures fail, the first because ‘attempting to
restore Elizabeth Siddall in this empirical and monographic
manner cannot effect the necessary alteration of the gendered
discourses of art history’ (‘Woman as Sign in Pre-Raphaelite
Literature’, p. 211), particularly in view of the fact that
Siddall's work has been predominantly placed relative to D. G.
Rossetti's. The second strategy breaks down due to a lack of
information and because, as Cherry and Pollock emphasise,
archives are themselves historically shaped and cannot be
employed ‘as a transparent window to the past’ (p. 212). Instead,
they explore the textual construction of Elizabeth Siddall. Cherry
and Pollock's work has implications for the study of
representations of Christina Rossetti. Although more is known of
her than of Siddall, there is only a limitea historical record of
Rossetti. The Rossetti family's habit of destroying material

made possible their control of information in the tropic

10K athleen Jones, Learning Not to be First: The Life of Christina Rossetti (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 224.

11Elizabeth Cowie, ‘Woman as Sign’, m/f 1.1 (1978), 49-63.
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construction of Rossetti.'2 Although, like Elizabeth Siddall,
Rossetll Is represented as a trope, she is also, due to her status
as a poetess, more historically (or, rather, factually)
recoverable. In effect, whereas Siddall's artistic output was
never perceived to be more than an extension of D.G. Rossetti's
oeuvre, Christina Rossetti is a producer of meanings. Because
she is a relatively independent figure, the value of the fallacy of
historicism increases in importance. Historical accuracy is
masked as pleonasm, in excessively prosaic and excessively
repetitious anecdotal material across the biographies. Mackenzie
Bell was criticised by contemporaries for his attention to

commonplace detail, and he is reported as defending himself to

Godfrey Bilchet thus:

Bell told me [. . .] that he gave so much prosaic matter
of Christina Rossetti’s because he wished to bring out
her [. . .] absolutely practical everyday mind combined
with the gift of the visionary, artist & poet; & Bell said
his father had found the same combination in the
ltalians in the Argentine.13

12The Pre-Raphaelite circle displayed a general tendency to destroy or control
personal material. Christina Rossetti had a habit of destroying letters addressed to
her upon receipt. She also requested that her letters to her long-term intimate
friend Charles Cayley be destroyed at his death. See Lona Mosk Packer, Christina
Rossetti (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1963), p. 362. At D. G.
Rossetti’s death, she helped W.M. Rossetti select letters that were suitable for
publication (ibid., pp. 354-56). All the Rossettis, but Christina perhaps more
than any, were acutely aware of their literary persona; certainly the dearth of
historical information about her life is a result of the deliberate construction of
her mythical and idealised image. ‘Christina Rossetti complicates but never
disentangles herself from attendant men’s angelic dream of her’ (Auerbach,

pp.115-16).

13 James A. Kohl, ‘A Medical Comment on Christina Rossetti’, Notes and Queries
213 (Nov. 1968), 423-24. Felicita Jurlaro’s biography is motivated by the same
concerns. She explains the organisation of her book thus: ‘to discover the
“Universale”, i. e., the significance and genius of the Rossettis, the “particolare”
is introduced [. . .] with short additional sections entitled, “Quei piccoli particolari.
.11 1or. .. anecdotes and homely sketches.” The aim is to examine and analyse the
simple events of everyday life,” Christina Georgina Rossetti: The True Story
(London: Excalibur, 1991). Rossetti’s Anglo-ltalian heritage is also perceived here
to be the key to her identity. Jurlaro quotes from Olivia Rossetti Agresti, Rossetti’s
niece, who provides much of the ‘authoritative’ anecdotal information (and hence
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As Bell seems to have suggested, anecdotal information is
inserted as part of a wider tropic concern: here, Rossetti Is
portrayed as an Englishwoman who is quintessentially ltalian, a
duality widely presented as a facet of her characteristic
ambivalence. The inclusion of so much detail is equivalent to
what Elisabeth Bronfen terms an attempt to parenthesise
subjectivity: the biographical subject as an' ‘accurate’ historical
personage is present but as an empty shell, bracketed or
displaced to ‘make room for the concept it is used to signity’.
Consequently, ‘the body is deprived of history [and] changed into
a gesture’.’4 This presence-in-absence is fundamental to the
mythological construction of the Christina Rossetti personage.
The trace of displaced subjectivity, the notional inclusion of an
emptied trope (Rossetti as an historical personage), is rendered
biographically as her ‘divided life’, a duality of f‘inner’ and
‘outer’ lives, between ‘natural’ passion and imposed repression,
between asceticism and aesthetics. Her ‘outer’ life, or historical
existence, is seen as a cover for her ‘inner’ turmoil. As Cherry
and Pollock conélude in relation to Elizabeth Siddall, ultimately
only a textual analysis of the biographical subject, rather than a

recovery of the historical personage, can expose the

construction given as ‘Christina Rossetti'.

the ‘true story’): ‘Christina Rossetti! The name is musical and the thoughts it
arouses in all familiar with her poetry are quite other than those of a Bloomsbury
Square [and her] dowdy mid-Victorian dress. [. . .] The fire was there, the
passionate heart was there [. . .] the deep and tender family affections so
characteristic of her Italian ancestry were there, but all under strict control, ali
mastered and repressed by the puritanical conventional strain inherited from the
quarter of English blood that came to her from the Pierces’ (p. 75).

14Elisabeth Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body: Death, femininity, and the aesthetic
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1992), p. 228.
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As a fragmentary narrative which must have, in order to
work, an epiphanic moment, the biographical anecdote discloses
the cultural constructions of femininity behind its operation in a
biographical text. The disclosures are most fruitful when the
very point of the anecdote — its epiphanic moment — is explicitly
in question. This example signposts an elision of data that
agitates  the binary construction (inner/outer,
passion/repression) of the subject's supposed identity, when an
ambivalent textual silence seems to expose the gap between sign
(the person labelled ‘Christina Rbssetti_’) and signified (Rossetti
as trope). Mackenzie Bell's biography and W.M. Rossetti's memoir
cautiously describe Rossetti's adolescent crisis and last illness.
In 1845, when she was fifteen, Rossetti's health became
delicate. Bell briefly mentions that at this time she was
attended by Dr Hare, whose opinion of Rossetti's beauty and
filial love is recounted, but not his diagnosis (pp. 20-21). No
further details are offered as to the cause of her illness, which
later biographers tend to interpret as a form of breakdown which
transformed her from a vivacious child into a solemn and sickly

adult. In his memoir, W. M. Rossetti is also vague in his

description of his sister at this period:

Christina was, | think, a tolerably healthy girl in mere
childhood: but this state of things soon came to an end.
She was not fully fifteen when her constitution became
obviously delicate. [. . .] There was angina pectoris
(actual or supposed), of which, after some long while,
she seemed cured; then cough, with symptoms which
were accounted ominous of decline or consumption,
lasting on towards 1867; then exophthalmic bronchocele
(or Dr. Graves's Disease), which began in 1871, and was
truly most formidable and prostrating. [. . .] All these
maladies were apart from her last and mortal iliness,
of which | must say a few words in its place. | have
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naturally much more reluctance than inclination to
dwell upon any of these physical ills; but any one who
did not understand that Christina was an almost
constant and often a sadly-smitten invalid, seeing at
times the countenance of Death very close to her own,
would form an extremely incorrect notion of her

corporal, and thus in some sense of her spiritual,
condition.

(PW: CR, p. 1)

W. M. Rossetti does not name the illness that began in 1845, but
Bell's friend, Godfrey Bilchet, transcribed the following note In

the back of his copy of Bell's book: ‘The doctor who attended

Christina Rossetti when she was about 16-18 said she was then
more or less out of her mind (suffering, in fact, from a form of
insanity, | believe, a kind of religious m<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>