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ABSTRACT

Christina Rossetti's writings for children exist as testimony to her literary

genius. The common thread of her most noteworthy works for children--Maude, Sing-

Song, Speaking Likenesses, and Goblin Market--is the k;hild's joumey; In Maude, Rossetti
writes a semi-autobiographical prose work that depic;cs: ohe Victorian female's
introspection and spiritual angst. The more successful nostalgic lyricism of Sing-Song
celebrates childhood and a child's intimate relationship with the world. In Speaking
Likenesses, Rossetti makes an attempt at parody, and experiments with the creation of a
child's fantasy world. Finally, in Goblin Market, a work frequently adapted for children,
Rossetti successfully combines a multiplicity of themes: temptation, redemption, sisterly
love, and the value of experience. In the last three of these children's works, Rossetti
displays an often-unrecognized talent for fantasy writing.

The thesis attempts to analyze Rossetti's writing for children. In particular,
the role of memory in relation to the author and her subject is seen as an essential
component of adult wholeness. Rossetti frequently incorporates personal reminiscences in
her children's poems and prose, utilizing the pathway of memory to console, to reflect, and
to find joy. Her major children's works demonstrate a more objective perspective from an
author that many believe is overly introspective and self-critical.

This thesis attempts to show that while Rossetti's adult poetry often
laments the futility of earthly existence, her children's writings reveal a hidden dimension

of objectivity and joyfulness in her craft.
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1 wept tor memory;
She sang for hope that is so fair;--
My tears were swallowed by the sea;
Her songs died on the air.

(From Maude by Christina Rossetti)
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Chapter One: Introduction

The literary domain of Christina Georgina Rossetti is more comprehensive than
one might believe at first glance. Certainly, in her adult poetry and prose, Christina
Rossetti reveals herself to be a very introspective, self-critical woman, who is
preoccupied with devout spirituality, often at the expense of personal happiness. We
know Rossetti best by her insistence that our earthly existence means little, and that all
our focus should be on serving God. Rossetti's poem of self-denial, "The Lowest Place",
chosen by William' to appear on her tombstone as best depicting his sister's attitude
toward life, is a fitting epitaph to the life of Christina Rossetti:

Give me the lowest place: or if for me

That lowest place too high, make one more low
Where I may sit and see

My God and love thee so. (Crump, I, 187)

I, too, shared this limited perception of Christina Rossetti's personal and poetic
philosophies until I began to read her children's literature and some pertinent
biographical information by friends who had known her well. Mackenzie Bell, who was
a faithful family friend, is enthusiastic in his praise of Christina Rossetti as a young
Victorian author. Admitting that even he discovered Christina Rossetti to be an enigma,
Bell lavishes praise on the good humour and intelligence of this very gifted woman.
First, however, Bell admits that it is difficult to define the personality of a woman with

the "sweetness and irresistible fascination of such a personality as Christina Rossetti-- a



personality whose unique charm is well-nigh untranslatable into words. Unquestionably,
Christina Rossetti will be remembered for her Christian poetry and the heartfelt
devotion she expresses, but her children's literature does portray a knowledgable
understanding of the place of the child in Victorian culture and the need for every
individual to integrate his own "inner child" into his or her consciousness in order to
achieve a wholeness of personality.

It is in her children's writing that Christina Rossetti bares first her soul, and then
another dimension of her personality. Rossetti shows, through her children's fantasy
writing that she possesses an ability to surrender herself to the world of fantasy, and in
the realm of fantasy fiction Rossetti is a very different writer indeed.

Although Maude: A Story for Girls (written in 1850) was one of Christina

Rossetti's first literary products, it was not published until 1897, four years after her
death. Similarities between the fictional character, Maude, and Rossetti herself are
noteworthy, and provide some evidence that this story's heroine was, to some extent,

created from a very personal perspective. In this regard, Maude as a subject of

discussion on the literary interest of Rossetti is a suitable beginning. Indeed, Maude
provides some fascinating insight into some of the concerns of a young female writer in
Rossetti's day. In this story, we discover a writer of talent and diverse thematic scope.
Many of my preconceived notions regarding Rossetti's personal and literary philosophies
have been altered by an examination of her children's poetry and prose, and the
discovery of a richly imaginative, sometimes whimsical, Christina Rossetti.

Later, Rossetti writes a beautiful, poetic celebration of childhood by
remembering many of her childhood activities and pleasures. Arguably her most joyful

collection of poems, Sing-Song (1872) celebrates the fresh and spontaneous way that a



child sees the world. It is in this collection of poems, delightfully illustrated by Arthur
Hughes, that Christina Rossetti displays her philosophical alliance with the romantic
vision of childhood, as expressed by William Blake and William Wordsworth. Chapter
Three will examine the lyrical poetry of Christina Rossetti's Sing-Song nursery rhyme
collection of poetry. More specifically, this chapter will consider the sequential pattern
of the structure of Sing-Song and its corresponding relationship to the maturation of the
child, from infancy to independance.

No single author has contributed more significantly to the romantic vision of the
child than the great English poet, William Blake. All authors of children's literature
owe a debt of gratitude to Blake, who recognized the importance of the child as
occupying a fundamental place in literature. In fact, as Peter Coveney argues, "until the
last decades of the eighteenth century the child did not exist as an important and
continuous theme in English literature. Childhood as a major theme came with the
generation of Blake and Wordsworth" (Coveney 29).

In terms of the historical events of Christina Rossetti's time, the securities of the
eighteenth-century were being dissolved by industrialization and scientific discovery,
which eroded the previously held belief in the Biblical view of Creation. New scientific
theories, such as those held by Charles Darwin and Lyell> introduced evidence of
geological change and evolution as events that altered the shape of both the earth and of
man. Correspondingly, the child as a literary theme became increasingly attractive. The
child, still capable of negotiating a spontaneous relationship with the world, could
intervene as Coveney writes as a "symbol of Imagination and Sensibility, a Symbol of

Nature set against the forces abroad in society actively de-naturing humanity" (31). The



child's innocence, naiveté, and fear of the unknown could become the artist's symbol of
the fear and insecurity that adults experienced at this time.

For Christina Rossetti, her artistic expression of childhood represents an
investigation of her own childhood experience, and of the healing powers that such an
investigation unearths when it produces an incorporation of childhood perceptions and
pleasures in adult life. Through the rejuvenating powers of a return to childhood, an
adult achieves a sense of wholeness, or an attempt to achieve wholeness, that cannot be
found without this purposeful "reaching back."

In this very charming collection of poetry, Rossetti introduces what Jung would
later describe as the archetypal child of discovery,* who ventures into the world to
discover personally the joys and wonders of nature, and language, and later, of ideas. An
examination of this collection of poems demonstrates how Christina Rossetti has
arranged the poems in a way that corresponds to the stages of maturation of the child.

No Victorian poetry collection depicting a child's growing up would be complete
without introducing the theme of infant illness and death. Sing-Song explores this
Victorian problem, and Rossetti offers, as condolence, her own spiritual philosophy that
offers an assurance of the soul's immortality. Again, Rossetti's literature alludes strongly
to Blake's theme of childhood innocence. Sing-Song's Blakean imagery begins
immediately, with the cover illustration of her "frisky lamb," so reminiscent of William
Blake's "Little lamb, who made thee?" poem.

Rossetti's complete departure from some of her most pervasive adult themes,
such as self-denial, suffering, and Christian piety, makes Sing-Song a revelatory
collection that treats readers to the playful wit and frivolity that Rossetti enjoys here. In

no other collection of poems does Rossetti display such ability and ease with playful



constructions of word sounds and meanings. However, the collection is not randomly
arranged but grouped purposefully to correlate the progress of time on a diurnal,
seasonal, and yearly basis with the child's maturation into adulthood. The sequential
arrangement of the poems can be divided into three groupings, with each division
corresponding to a definite stage in a child's life.

Nature as a medium of instruction for the child's acquisition of knowledge of the
world is used by Rossetti to present larger, abstract issues by way of concrete example.
Sing-Song explores the child's world of wonder, questioning, and play. Coincidentally,
the poems also reveal Christina Rossetti's thoughtful understanding of a child's world,
and her aptitude for choosing the right images in order to give a child pleasure.

In the fourth chapter, an examination of Christina Rossetti's Speaking Likenesses
(1874) will demonstrate what happens when Rossetti chooses the wrong images in a

children's story. Inspired by a desire to imitate Lewis Carroll's Alice's Adventures in

Wonderland (1865), Rossetti makes a fateful attempt at parody.

With Speaking Likenesses, Christina Rossetti returns to writing prose for
children. Unfortunately, her attempt at a clever imitation of Lewis Carroll's Wonderland
fails to capture the magic and humour of his fantasy world. Nevertheless, Rossetti does
institute a noteworthy prose construction with her story-within-a-story technique.
Speaking Likenesses uses a storyteller in the form of a childless aunt who relates tales to
an eager audience of young nieces. Once again, Rossetti focuses her attention on the
everyday world of Victorian females. The element of realism which periodically
interrupts the story-telling is entertaining and revealing. Curiously, we become quite

interested in the nature of the interruptions of the aunt and her nieces. Rossetti's tale-



within-a-tale construction is a means of imparting to the stories the didacticism required
of Victorian children's literature.

Critical disapproval of the three-part Speaking Likenesses over the years was
most harshly levelled at the first of the three stories, "Flora." This criticism resulted from
an aesthetic distaste for the story's inherent sadism. Contemporary criticism, however,
has been kinder to this prose effort by Rossetti, because more recent scholars, such as
U.C. Knoepflmacher, find that the three stories demonstrate a progression in the role of
the female heroines, so that in the final story, "Maggie," the young girl exhibits behaviour
that is both independent and courageous.

A close analysis of Speaking Likenesses does suggest, as Knoepflmacher

believes, that Christina Rossetti's attempt to imitate Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland

reveals her personal distaste for some of its themes, not an admiration of Carroll's art.
Although the first story in Speaking Likenesses is not pleasurable to read, it can be
studied with a fresh appreciation once we recognize the many parodic elements in the
tale. In the final tale, there is a return to some Carrollian imitation in Rossetti's
"Mouthboy," but the most significant observation to be made about the art in the final
tale is that Rossetti finally constructs an independent female character who victoriously
combats her male oppressor. This final tale is a revelatory exposition of fairy tale
archetypes, such as that of the discovering child. Maggie can be seen as an archetypal
child who wanders away from home on an errand and, before returning home again,
makes a new and vital discovery.

Chapter Four attempts to uncover Christina Rossetti's purpose in writing
Speaking Likenesses. For many years, critics have been confused by what they assumed

was an unsuccessful attempt at imitating Lewis Carroll's Wonderland. However, a closer



examination of the scope and progress of all three stories in Speaking Likenesses, and of
the relationship between the aunt-narrator and her young listeners, finds that Rossetti's
purpose was more complicated than was at first believed. Most significantly, Rossetti
appears to criticise the traditional societal roles of submission and docility for Victorian
women. Instead, Rossetti appears to be proposing a more independent and active
participation in society for women.

Although written after Rossetti's eminently successful Goblin Market, Speaking

Likenesses (1874) did not achieve the same level of critical and popular acclaim. It has
been suggested that Christina Rossetti is capable of writing praiseworthy children's
fantasies, but she only excels when the fantasies are generated by her own imagination.
When Rossetti attempts imitative fantasy, the effort is lacklustre by comparison.

The thesis concludes with a discussion of Goblin Market. Although not
the last of Rossetti's children's stories in terms of chronological order, Goblin Market
(1862) is presented at the end of the thesis because it cleverly incorporates so many of
the themes and issues previously discussed. _Goblin Market, written relatively early in
Christina Rossetti's career, is unquestionably Christina Rossetti's most significant
contribution to Victorian literature.

Although presumably written for adults, Goblin Market's appeal crosses
generational boundaries and is often included in contemporary anthologies of children's
literature. The thesis examines the fairy tale appeal of Goblin Market as well as the
sisterhood issue, previously discussed in Maude. Lorraine Janzen Kooistra's examination
of Goblin Market's appeal to both adults and children is supported by evidence of erotic
suggestion in the poem for adults, and fairy tale elements in the poem for children.

Because this thesis is an examination of Christina Rossetti's children's literature, I have



studied Goblin Market to find how closely it adheres to classical fairy tale conventions.
In doing so, I discovered that Rossetti's fantasy tale shares thematic similarities with
other children's fairy tales.

Significantly, the character of Lizzie corresponds to the archetypal child savior as
defined by Carl Jung, and, in this regard, Lizzie acts as mentor to her morally weak
sister, Laura. The nature of the sisters' relationship is explored, as well as the poetic
presentation of the goblin fruit and its irresistible attraction to Laura.

Rossettt adopts the mentor-child literary theme as introduced by Rousseau in his
famous novel, Emile (1762). We also find a repetition of the explanation of good and
bad aspects of personality, and how the two may be successfully combined in order to
achieve a fully integrated individuality. Lizzie and Laura are figuratively represented as
two sides of one individual, thereby invoking once more Rossetti's recurrent theme of the
two-sided nature of an individual's personality.

This thesis briefly mentions the numerous allegorical representations of the
goblin-men and their fruit, but the real purpose here is to avoid such symbolic
reductionism, and instead focus on the genre of fairy tale and how it is utilized by
Christina Rossetti to great effect for a child audience. Incidentally, the poem's aural
appeal will also be examined in an attempt to fully appreciate the art of Christina
Rossetti.

This comprehensive examination of the canon of Christina Rossetti's writing for
children will, I hope, demonstrate the diversity of her talent, and the pervasiveness of

themes through all of her writing which were especially important to Christina Rossetti.



Chapter Two: Maude

Despite the immaturity of Christina Rossetti's poetic talent in Maude (written

1850), this story contains all the major themes that become central in her future poetry
and prose. Christina Rossetti's struggle with her religious obligations, with her desire to
write, and with her own religiosity is the catalyst for the emotional conflicts inherent in her
works.

Reaction to Christina Rossetti's first short story, Maude, is, for the most part,

unenthusiastic. Rossetti did not have the story published in her lifetime, but her brother
William agreed to its publication several years after her death. For many years, the story
was viewed as the lacklustre autobiography of an immature, over-pious young girl. Even
Christina's brother, William, cautions readers that

[his] sister's main object in delineating Maude was to exhibit
what she regarded as defects in her own character, and in
her attitude towards her social circle and her religious
obligation. (Crump, Maude by Christina Rossetti, 1976, 79)

Roderick McGillis, in an article in The Achievement of Christina Rossetti (1987),

dismisses Christina Rossetti's first effort as "[lacking] the vibrancy of [her] other works
for children," and notes that "it has not reached the audience Rossetti had in mind" (209).
However, many modern critics recognize that Rossetti's story is more complex than was

first believed.
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Indeed, modern critics such as Sharon Smulders and Diane D'Amico view
Rossetti's story with admiration. Sharon Smulders appreciates Rossetti's story as a clever
mix of two genres that "plays her narrator's wittily acid prose against her heroine's often
(but not always) morbidly sentimental verse" (Smulders 23). On the successful
intermixing of styles, Smulders makes the point that the effective placement of her verses
within the narrative does not receive sufficient study. The emotions expressed by the
poems within the three-part story relate to the evolution of Maude's spirituality. As with
so many of Christina Rossetti's works for children, there is a deeper level of meaning that
lies beneath the surface. Here, the deeper meaning lies hidden in the poems and in the
exchange of ideas between Agnes and Maude.

Diane D'Amico brings fresh insight into the role of Agnes in her article, "Christina
Rossetti's Maude: A Reconsideration." D'Amico sees Agnes as Maude's moral superior,
and, in fact, a representation of the mature Maude's moral ideal. The poems composed by
Maude chronicle her progression from self-centred teenager to mature young woman.

I suggest that not only does Agnes portray a healthier and more highly-developed
form of spirituality, she also exists in the story as a barometer of character-- the example
of a successful transition from child to adult. While Christina Rossetti's personal life and
view are components of the story, the real accomplishment of Maude as "a story for girls"
is its depiction of a young woman's spiritual decline and reclamation.

At first inspection, Maude's fate suggests to the reader that only death will resolve
young Maude's spiritual and artistic conflict. Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar agree that,
for Maude, resolution can only be found in death because "the moral is that the Maude in
Christina Rossetti-- the ambitious, competitive, self-absorbed and self-assertive poet--must

die, and be replaced by either the wife, the nun, or more likely, the kindly useful spinster"
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(Gilbert 552). However, it is Agnes who appears as an alternative to Maude's unhappy
fate. Agnes, who has suffered a similar spiritual crisis and self-doubt, has resolved her
personal conflicts positively. There is a belief that, should Maude survive her immediate
crisis of illness, her altered attitude toward God, His grace and her role as poet could be
used to constructive ends.

Written by Christina Rossetti at the age of nineteen, Maude is a kunstlerroman (or

novel of the woman artist), with a largely autobiographical source. A prose work that

contains several poems, Maude is written in three parts. The first part focuses entirely on
the preparation and the celebration of a fifteenth birthday party for Maude Foster's cousin,
Mary. Rossetti embellishes Part I with all the beauty and adornment that a description of a
young Victorian girls' party requires. In addition to the focus on food, flowers, and
round games, Rossetti reproduces the customary greetings and behaviour expected of
Victorian party etiquette. Polite greetings and pleasantries are mentioned, but also
criticised, and every party-goer is graded on her conversational ease and the required
evidence of "correct breeding."

The story focuses most intensely on four girls, two of whom are sisters. The
focus on sisters initiates what will become a frequently-used trope in Christina Rossetti's
poetry and prose: the dynamics of sisterhood. In her Introduction to a 1993 edition of

Maude, Elaine Showalter cites Rebecca Crump's observation that "Rossetti often uses

pairs or trios of sisters in her writing to explore aspects of her own personality, the
warring factions within [her] divided self" (Showalter, Maude. 1993. New York
University Press, xvii).

The dominant "warring factions" that trouble the young Maude are, on the one

hand, artistic and, on the other, spiritual. In many ways, the story of Maude presents the
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difficult choices that Victorian women had to make. Beginning with the carefree, festive
atmosphere of a birthday party in Part I, the story moves forward one year to discover, in
Part I, a dramatically different mood. The girls have passed, in one year's time, from the
innocence and frivolity of a childhood birthday celebration complete with tarts,
strawberries, cream, fancy dresses, and parlour games, to a critical time, when the urgent
need to make a vocational choice is dominant. Vocational choices were limited, usually,
to marriage or sisterhood (religious and charitable service). The sharp contrast between
childhood play and adult responsibility provides a convincing depiction of the early end to
childhood in Rossetti's case. Socially-inflicted cessation of playful innocence forces the
child to approach adulthood without the necessary emotional maturation, and we observe
this lack of preparation in Maude's behaviour.

The first two chapters in Part One of Maude focus on play, fun, good humour,

and the social desire to please others. Indeed, the atmosphere of the story is one of pure
pleasure and contentment, as "game after game is played at; and [Maude's] fun seemed
inexhaustible, for nothing was thought too nonsensical or too noisy for the occasion" (37).
The festivities continue to a "late hour," and are commented upon the next day with a
comical fascination for gossip and superficiality. Rossetti's story begins with an enjoyable,
insightful view of nineteenth-century social behaviour. Agnes, Mary, and Maude
contemplate the various mannerisms and dress of their guests, thereby revealing the girls'
lively interest in appearance and social graces. Maude, for one, praises the "good fair
complexions, eyes, and hair" of Jane and Alice, but refrains from praising their
personalities because she finds "they have a wax-dollish air which is quite unpleasant"
(39). The conversations of the party celebrants provide an inside view into the

preoccupations of young adolescent girls in the Victorian period. Maude's preoccupation
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with physical appearances suggests a superficilaity that differs from Mary, Agnes, and
Magdalen's genuine graciousness and kind natures.

How very different are the concerns of Maude and her cousins in the second part
of the story, when the girls must make serious choices about their respective futures.

Peter Coveney, in The Image of Childhood (1967), suggests that, "the ninetenth-century

artist was, it seems, impelled towards the subjective investigations and involvements which
became the raison, and in some cases, the strength of his art" (33). This profile of the
nineteenth-century artist is certainly characteristic of Christina Rossetti's soul-searching

introspection, especially evident in the second part of Maude and in most of her poetry.

In Rossetti's case, Maude's personal reflections dramatize the uncertainty of nineteenth-
century female adolescence. Coveney suggests that the nineteenth-century artist's
subjective anguish is, in fact, a "morbid introversion" (33). In Rossetti's case, Coveney's
premise is substantiated by later poetry that certainly carries such obsessive introspection
to extremes, finally culminating in what Ralph Bellas calls a "depression of spirit" (52).
Christina Rossetti's quest to find some fulfilling purpose in life is continually frustrated,
and, by 1865, she merges her "unfulfilled life theme with the more inclusive death-in-life
theme" (Bellas 53), which celebrates the onset of death as a place wherein she can finally
find peace, believing that, in death, she will

...cease from impotence of zeal

And cease from hope, and cease from dread,

And cease from yearning without gain

And cease from all this world of pain,

And be at peace among the dead. ("An Tmmurata' Sister,"
Crump, 11, 120).

Carl Jung's view of the child archetype can be seen in many aspects of children's

literature. As an archetype, the child is that symbol of innocence which inhabits the
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collective unconscious. The redemptive child is a feature of several Victorian novels. In

Charles Dickens' Old Curiosity Shop (1840) and Christmas Carol (1844), we have Little

Nell and Tiny Tim, and in George Eliot's Silas Marner (1860), we have Eppie as child
saviour archetypes.  These child characters, symbols of innocence and goodness, guide
their disillusioned adult mentors to renewed and happier lives. Alice Bymes, in The

Child: An Archetypal Symbol in Literature for Children and Adults (1995), illustrates the

"recurrent theme of the saintly child who comes into the life of a disgruntled adult, and, as
a result of their relationship, the adult experiences a regeneration" (21). In this role, the
child is empowered to make positive changes in the lives of needy adults and children.

However, in the second part of Maude, the child is older and not content in the

idyllic childhood world of playfulness and innocence. Toward the end of Part I, there are
hints that blissful play is being replaced by petty concerns such as social affectation and
physical appearances. Maude advises Mary and Agnes that she envies their country life
where people "are exactly what [they] appear, and never wish for what [they ]don't
possess" (41). She admits to her polite and kind cousins that she is "sick of display, and
poetry, and acting" (41). Maude's emptiness and dissatisfaction with life at the end of Part
I precede her critical emotional collapse in Part II. Bereft of childhood consolations,
Maude agonizes over the choices she must make on the threshold of adulthood. In an
emotional outpouring to her cousin Agnes, Maude displays, as Christina Rossetti
frequently did (see Marsh, 1994, 55-64), an over-wrought exhibition of contempt for
herself. To twentieth-century readers, Maude's self-loathing may appear to be irrational
and melodramatic. However, according to Jan Marsh, Victorian women often endured
intense anguish over social pressure to serve either God or a husband with unquestioning

devotion. Marsh, in her biography of Christina Rossetti, notes that "adolescent
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breakdown was not uncommon among Victorian girls, as they struggled to tailor their
natures to fit the prescribed moulds" (55). The pressures on Maude are further
compounded by the fact that she does not know which vocational path to choose.
Repeatedly, she feels lacking in some requirement for one of the choices open to women
of her era.

Maude turns to the punitive aspect of religion to make amends, in her own view,
for her moral deficiencies. In a scene that illustrates the lowest psychological point of her
life, Maude informs cousin Agnes that she plans never to receive Communion again:

'T shall not receive tomorrow,' answered Maude;
then hurrying on as if to prevent the other from
remonstrating: No: at least I will not profane
Holy things; I will not add this to all the rest. I
have gone over and over again, thinking I should
come right in time and I do not come right. I will
go no more.' (52)

Curiously, Maude equates the public presentation of her writing with sin. The
childhood enthusiasm for bouts-rimés,> poems and stories is dampened by her over-pious
notion that her verses are unChristian. Forsaking the Jungian model of development for
a healthy individual who incorporates childhood into adult consciousness to form a
healthy merger, Maude abandons her artistic talent, denies herself the right to celebrate her
religious rites, and lapses into a severe depression. Despite Agnes' attempts to suggest
that Maude's morbidity emanates from fatigue and discouragement, Maude persists in
self-recriminations. Maude's self-absorption and despondency are contrasted with Agnes'
sense of purpose and rationality. Despite remaining alone, Agnes manages to establish a
positive outlook and to engage in socially-responsible endeavours. She represents the
Victorian woman,who, remaining single, provides nevertheless a worthwhile humanitarian

service. It is Agnes who represents the archetypal child savior, capable of saving Maude
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from self-absorbed pity and stagnation. However, Maude is not receptive enough to
Agnes' entreaties to benefit from the wisdom of her mentor.

Unlike Maude, who worries that her aspirations are not the same as those of her
cousins, Agnes is content to remain unmarried and devoted to volunteer service. The
four women are directed toward four distinct vocations and of the four, Maude
encounters the greatest ambivalence in her attempt to choose a path in life to which she is
best suited. If we choose to see Mary, Magdalen, Agnes, and Maude as representations of
four viable choices open to Victorian women, this situation could represent the ancient
symbol of four as it represents the four corners of completeness. Throughout history, the
symbol "four" is a fundamental representation of equal divisions, or segments, of
something that is whole. Such symbols of quaternity are seen in "the four cardinal points
of the horizon, the four phases of the moon, the four seasons, the four primary colours,
and they form "a natural pattern of order within all of matter " (Jacobi 167). An extension
of the phenomenon of four as a symbol of wholeness is Jung's view that "the quaternity is
the archetypal foundation of the human psyche" (Jacobi 168). Maude rejects the three
options of vocational choice as presented by Mary, Magdalen, and Agnes. Despite her
admirable talents, Maude fails to find a satisfying vocational choice for herself.

Maude's conflicts occur over her creativity; she constantly resists, and feels guilty,
about her creative talent. Her poetry no longer delights her but, instead, fills her with self-
contempt and remorse. Maude's desire to abstain from creative endeavours is self-
destructive. This unhealthy preoccupation/obsession prevents Maude from incorporating

her "inner child," as Jung would describe it, into her psyche. As Gaston Bachelard so

eloquently describes in The Poetics of Reverie (described in Cott xxii), we possess a "kind

of nostalgia of nostalgia in which our former being imagines itself alive again" . Jung's
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term for this eternal seed of childhood (our inner child) is what Bachelard calls the
"nucleus of childhood" and a characteristic which "remains with us as a principle of deep
life" (Cott xxii).

In her later poem, Goblin Market, Christina Rossetti does provide an example of
how adults carry the memories and experiences of childhood with them in a way that
deepens the quality and comprehension of their lives. In Goblin Market, Lizzie and Laura
tell their own children about their experiences with the goblin men, and how this childhood
journey into a fairy world provides a thread of knowledge that offers both adults a
perpetual "child's eye view" of a complicated world. Goblin Market will be discussed in
detail at the end of this study, but I mention it here because its sense of childhood
nostalgia is the psychological stepping stone that Maude requires. It is another example of
Christina Rossetti's fascination with sisterhood. As a "story for girls," Maude is
intriguing yet problematic.

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar have noted that "the scene of writing is always a
source of anxiety to Maude" in Part II (Showalter xvi). The verse-making that resulted in
joyous pleasure for the young Maude of Part I fills the older Maude with displeasure and
doubt. The young Maude was clearly the most experienced poet of the four girls, and her
rhymes were judged to be the best by the others. However, the young Maude, who
eagerly proposes the game of bouts-rimés is happy with the art of making rhymes, while
the older Maude, labouring at her writing desk, sits with "eyes cast down, [looking] pale,
languid, almost in pain" (266). The mature Maude is decidedly serious, no longer pleased
by games and festive amusements. She has retained none of the joy that she had displayed

in creating rhymes as a child.
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In the first part of the story, Maude adds to her private collection of poems with a
sonnet that reveals a dissatisfaction with life:

Yes, I too could face death and never shrink:
But it is harder to bear hated life;

To strive with hands and knees weary of strife;
To drag the heavy chains whose every link
Galls to the bone... . (30)

Her divided nature is evident in Part I. Maude is capable of responding joyfully when
interested, yet "it was the amazement of everyone what could make her poetry so broken-
hearted as was mostly the case" and "some wondered if she had any secret source of
uneasiness" (31). The first poem suggests a world-weariness on Maude's part. She
exhibits a dissatisfaction with life, and a sombre obsession with suffering. Maude believes
that suffering is preferable to action because it is more enduring. Such aberrant logic is
the foundation of Maude's discontent with life and self.

Spiritually, Maude begins to reach beyond her discontent with temporal existence.
Subsequent to her accident, Maude's poetry reflects an affirmation of the cyclical nature of
life, and a more optimistic belief in a life that follows death. In one of her late poems, she
notes that "the green stalks die away into common mould," finally rejecting the importance
of an earthly existence. However, Maude concludes the poem on a hopeful note, finding
comfort in the fresh promise of a new spring awakening:

Birth follows hard on death,
Life on withering,

Hasten, we will come the sooner
Back to pleasant Spring. (73)

The final sonnet of the story demonstrates Maude's spiritual progression to a

Christian view which finds comfort in Christ's love. It appears that Maude has discovered
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peace at last, and appears to be answering His call to "arise, My Love, and come away"
(75).

Like the young Christina Rossetti and other contemporary female writers, Maude
is torn between the role of young writer and a more traditional role such as wife or nun.
Sadly, Maude is harshly disdainful toward her creative urges, believing that any public
display of her verses is an act of sinful vanity.

Even as she approaches imminent death in Part ITI, Maude's primary concern is
that she ensure Agnes' destruction of any verses that are unacceptable for public view.
Moreover, verses that Maude had in a locked booklet will remain that way, buried with
her body. For many female Victorian writers, creative works were destined to be forever
buried with their authors. Some of Rossetti's own poems are lost forever because they
were destroyed in order to prevent publication (Marsh 70). That Agnes is the one person
entrusted by Maude to censor her poems after Maude's death reaffirms Agnes' role as
Maude's moral mentor. Each time Maude requires advice or remonstrance, she turns to
her cousin, Agnes Clifton.

The story's message to young girls lies deeper than Maude's eleventh-hour spiritual
epiphany. Certainly, Maude has reclaimed her spirituality in that she willingly submits to
her own death, bolstered by a strong faith in God. However, Agnes is always presented as
the outward-looking young girl, and she cautions Maude to refrain from an
overindulgence in introspection. Agnes is always the person upon whom Maude relies.
The gentle Agnes, at one point, criticizes Maude's decision to refuse Holy Communion.
Agnes instructs Maude that such self-absorption, which she herself had endured, is
"ungrateful to follow [one's] own fancies, instead of at least endeavouring to do God's

will" (52). Agnes represents the active ideal to which Rossetti suggests Maude, and other
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young girls, could aspire. If Maude had not suffered her untimely death, there is hope that
her spiritual evolution would have continued to progress to the point where she, like
Agnes, would prefer to be productive, useful, and ultimately happy, in her daily life.
Victorian writer Dinah Mulock Craik shared Agnes' philosophy of life, which
advocates a busy, productive existence for unmarried women in the Victorian age. As

Craik states in her lengthy essay, _A Woman's Thoughts About Women ( first publ.1858):

Would that, instead of educating our young girls with

the notion that they are to be wives, or nothing--matrons,
with an acknowledged position and duties, or with no
position and duties at all-- we could instil into them the
principle that, above and before all, they are to be
women--women, whose character is of their own making,
and whose lot lies in their own hands. (214)

In the end, Rossetti's short story does have a didactic purpose, as does most
nineteenth-century children's literature. This didacticism, however, is not as obvious as
might be assumed at first, and complexity makes the story more intriguing. The apparent
heroine of the story is Maude, with all her human faults, but the real heroine, as Diane
D'Amico argues, is her cousin, Agnes, who, in thought and in purpose, embodies the

fully-integrated female ideal. Consequently, Maude is worth studying as an introduction to

Christina Rossetti's style and central themes. Many of the concerns expressed in the prose

and the poetry of Maude reappear in Rossetti's later poetry. In addition, Rossetti's interest

in the mutual support and guidance of "sister" associations can be appreciated in Maude

and will be investigated in this thesis.



Chapter Three: Sing-Song

While Maude turned abruptly away from childhood and all its playfulness,
Christina Rossetti's Sing-Song (1872) provides a rich combination of references to
childhood innocence, curiosity, and playfulness, contrasted with the more serious
realities of adulthood. The poems in the Sing-Song collection are, according to Jan

Marsh in Christina Rossetti: A Literary Biography, "a conscious return to

[Rossetti's] own infancy, structuring her whole sequence of 120 pieces-- written in a
single creative impulse during autumn 1869--according to childhood experience"
(Marsh 379). Christina Rossetti's sincere effort to re-discover her past childhood
experience can be helpfully illuminated by the Jungian notion of the inner child
archetype. In Sing-Song, Rossetti has depicted the innocence, dependency, and
joyfulness of childhood. These characteristics of childhood help to define the literary
notion of the child archetype. Babies are "pretty, sleeping in bed like "curly little
lamb[s]" (1) and are "the very thing for kisses" (23). Such idyllic images will recur
often throughout the book, like an underlying symphonic theme. In keeping with her
title, Sing-Song, Rossetti's often musical collection of poems is arranged in a
sequential order that chronicles the maturation of the child from infancy to
adulthood.

My analysis of the poems reveals a formally ordered structure that illustrates
three major stages in the cognitive development of the child. Running concurrently

with this sequential progression of the experience of maturation, however, is the
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underlying symphonic theme of childhood playfulness and innocence. The universal
appeal of Rossetti's frequent return to the play world of the child lies in the ability of
each reader, no matter how old, to recall, with pleasure and nostalgia, the best
characteristics of his or her own childhood. Consequently, the arrangement of the
poems takes the reader on a forward journey of evolutionary progress, while
maintaining a backward glance, and a tenuous hold, on the world of childhood play.

In addition to Rossetti's charming depiction of the innocent beauty and
freshness of infancy, she also includes the maternal figure. It is generally a mother
figure who provides the selfless devotion, caretaking, and lullabye-singing, rocking,
and kissing in Rossetti's presentation of childhood. The text and illustrations of Sing-
Song can be illuminated by Jung's concept of the maternal archetype-- nurturer,
caregiver, and guide. Fathers are present to a lesser extent in the poems, and appear
as "providers", or mates-in-absentia. Rossetti's lullabye poems re-create the gentle
embrace of a mother and her infant, as well as mutual, unconditional love. In this
lovely poem, Christina Rossetti expresses the vigilant guardianship and heartfelt love
that a mother feels for her baby, while acknowledging the unspoken love that the
mother obtains from her infant:

Love me,-- I love you,
Love me, my baby;
Sing it high, sing it low,
Sing it as may be.

Mother's arms under you,

Her eyes above you

Sing it high, sing it low,

Love me,-- I love you. (Sing-Song. 1872. George Routledge Publ., 2)
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The musical, lullabye rhythms of this and many other poems in the Sing-Song
collection illustrate one of the collection's major strengths: its realistic reproduction
of the lyrical simplicity of childhood relations. If , as Jan Marsh suggests, this
collection evolved from Rossetti's quest to re-experience her own childhood, the
sincerity of her efforts certainly contributes to the quality of the poems. The
collection systematically evolves from expression of the primary, simple needs of
infancy, through the more complicated demands of intellect and language acquisition
that dominate the early and middle childhood years, and finally, to adult concerns,
such as illness and death.

The poems, arranged in the order that Rossetti placed them, feature simple,
lyrical rhymes at the beginning and end of the collection, framing her work with
poems about infancy, and, consequently, placing an added emphasis on life's
beginning and the potential that each life contains. The central motifs of the middle
childhood section focus on country life, children's games and rhymes, and animals.
Arthur Hughes' detailed and sensitive drawings mirror Christina's efforts to create a
childhood motif that places children in a pastoral setting. In both poems and
illustrations the child is the dominant focus in this idyllic world, and is in harmony
with it.

Sharon Smulders, in "Sound, Sense and Structure in Christina Rossetti's
Sing-Song," argues that Rossetti purposefully arranges the poems in a specific
sequence so that the experience of reading the poems demonstrates an "unfolding
[of] a narrative from cradle to grave, from winter to fall, from sunrise to sunset,
[thereby inviting] readers to understand life as an ordered totality" (Smulders 3).
Unquestionably, the collection has a cyclical order that embraces many varieties of

human experience. The early poems focus not only on life's beginnings, but also on
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the routine daily activites that are common to all of us, especially as viewed through
the eyes of a child. The fifth poem signals the breaking of day with the good
morning cock crowing "kookoorookoo! kookoorookoo!" Then it is time for

Bread and milk for breakfast,
And woolen frocks to wear,

And a crumb for robin redbreast
On the cold days of the year. (8)

The child is securely housed in a loving, nurturing family, where food,
clothing and affection are the basic elements of a child's existence. The poet urges
the child to be calm and secure in her maternal arms which provide comfort and
relief’

Crying, my little one, footsore and weary?

Fall asleep, pretty one, warm on my shoulder:

I must tramp on through the winter night dreary,
While the snow falls on me colder and colder.

You are my one, and I have not another;

Sleep soft, my darling, my trouble and treasure;

Sleep warm and soft in the arms of your Mother,
Dreaming of pretty things, dreaming of pleasure. (19)
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Arthur Hughes' detailed illustration (Fig.1) provides additional support to Rossetti's
evocation of maternal comfort. Enduring physical hardships of cold, snow, and
fatigue, the mother is the image of comfort and strength. Walking head down into
the blowing snow, the mother hoists her weary child-traveller onto her shoulder,
while reassuring the child with her lovely "lullabye" poem. At this point in the
collection, the winter imagery, in juxtaposition with maternal nurturing, emphasizes
the strength and forbearance of motherly love. It also closes the first part of the
collection which focuses on the dependent years of infancy, wherein the child's needs
are met by a supportive provider. This infant, whom the author implores to begin
"dreaming of pleasure" is about to enter a more socially-interactive stage of life, and
that new beginning is heralded by the dawn of spring. In the next twenty pages,
Rossetti positions the growing child in the season of rapid growth and change.
Abruptly, she turns from winter's inhospitable cold, to the warm, verdant growth of
spring.

Like the child's accelerated physical and intellectual growth, nature is
presented in springtime as a season of rapid change and beauty. One of the first
flowers of spring, the daffodil, becomes the gracious "Lady Daffadowndilly,"
clothed in "golden crown/ and a scant green gown"(20). Busy birds, lambkins,
chicks, and ducklings frolic in the pastoral landscapes of early childhood.
Blossoming spring and blossoming childhood exist in harmonious accord, with the
futures of each full of energy and promise. The cyclical pattern of Christina
Rossetti's poems in Sing-Song is established here. Springtime growth and energetic
young animals are conflated in the poems to create a sense of vitality, which mirrors

the child's energy and curiosity. Trees "burst out in leaf' (21), birds are "building,
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perching, pecking, fluttering,/Everywhere!" (22), and "lambkins [are] at their pranks"
7.

Suddenly, the joyful atmosphere of growth and energy is disrupted by a poem
that mourns the loss of an infant. The inevitable life-and-death cycle of nature does,
by example, show that all beautiful, living things die, and the answer to this painful
situation is found in nature's acquiescence in death:

Why did baby die,
Making Father sigh,
Mother cry?

Flowers that bloom to die,
Make no reply

Of "why?"

But bow and die. (24)

Attempting to explain death to children is a difficult task for any children's
writer, but Rossetti does not shrink from the task. Francelia Butler, in "Death in
Children's Literature," notes that, before the seventeenth century, children heard
about death through adult literature because they heard the same stories and folk
tales as adults. At the end of the seventeenth century, Butler observes, "a separation
began to take place between the literature of adults and that of children" and so the
"treatment of death became part of a larger problem-- the commercial and
psychological exploitation of children through a special literature aimed at them
alone" (Butler 104).

Nineteenth-century literature for children contains many examples of stories
about death, and authors differ in their method of presenting the subject. For
Rossetti, who writes frequently about death in her adult poetry, Sing-Song must face
the subject of death if it is to be a true representation of her return to her own

childhood memories. In the Victorian era, the incidence of infant mortality was
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high, and most families would be familiar with the loss of siblings, friends, or other
family members at a young age.

Rossetti's treatment of the subject of childhood death is more realistic than
the methods used by some of her contemporaries and near contemporaries. Butler
points to G.K. Chesterton's essay, "The Ethics of Elfland" in which Chesterton calls
"The Sleeping Beauty" a "terrible allegory." This familiar fairy tale tells about a girl
who was "blessed with all birthday gifts, yet cursed with death; and how death also
may be softened to a sleep” (108). Rossetti does not suggest that a child's death will
be overcome, or that a metamorphosis may occur. She proposes a spiritual belief in
the soul's immortality, and stresses that only the baby's body is in the grave. Sadness
seems to create a perplexing dichotomy in this collection of nursery rhymes to the
extent that some serious poems appear to be more appropriate for adult audiences.
However, Rossetti's juxtaposition of human and animal worlds does soften the
presentation of the experience of death for her child readers and listeners.

Positioned between two poems of infant love and loss, the sad poem of the
baby linnet's smashed eggs, so cruelly demolished by young pranksters, presents an
objective and tender view of loss in the animal kingdom. All children are fascinated
by the manner in which birds prepare and care for their young, so the image of the
"mournful linnets", observing the destruction of their eggs, strikes an emotional
chord with children. In this way, loss through death is seen to touch all animal
kingdoms. Rossetti ascribes a human voice to the linnet parents so that the reader

can equate the emotions of the two sets of grieving parents:
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"They crushed the eggs so neatly laid,;
So now we sit with drooping wing,
And watch the ruin they have made,
Too late to build, too sad to sing." (14)

Fig. 2

Arthur Hughes' illustration (fig.2) features the evidence of destruction in the
foreground, and the grieving birds observing the tragic result. In most of the
collection, the animals are free to run, fly, crawl, and play in the fields and pastures,
but Rossetti, like a conscientious guardian of nature, inserts in her collection a few
examples of the potential for human destruction and stresses that it is our duty to be
respectful co-inhabitants of nature.

Birds and their young symbolize the human mother-child bond, and Christina
Rossetti witnesses the "white hen" carefully protecting her baby chicks from her
adversaries-- the owl, hawk, and bat. However, the mother maintains a vigilant
watch and leaves no doubt that "chicks beneath their mother's wing/ Squat safe as
safe can be" (83). The theme of caring for the helpless is one frequently treated by
Christina Rossetti throughout this work, and I believe that it reflects her Christian

wish to love all God's creatures.
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Christina Rossetti's fascination with the animal kingdom has strong
biographical origins. Her interest in animals throughout these children's poems
corresponds directly to her personal quest to re-discover her own childhood. Other
poems, prose, and personal letters give evidence of Christina Rossetti's fascination
with animals and the significant role they held in her artistic imagination.

Some diary entries by Christina Rossetti offer a glimpse into her world of
poetic inspiration, perhaps shedding some light on the genesis of her poetics. In one

such revealing diary notation, Rossetti recalls:

The other day I met a splendid frog...He was of a
sort of sere yellow spotted with black, and very
large. Were you in this country, you could hardly
fail to gush poetry, with me the case is altogether
different. The trees, the deer, the scenery, and
indeed everything here, seems to influence me but
little, with two exceptions, the cold, and the frog.
...the frog possesses every claim on my sympathy.
He appeared to be leading a calm and secluded
life. (Kent 204)

This excerpt from Christina Rossetti's personal writing is amusing and curious,

because it reveals the way in which the poetic imagination may be triggered. Also,
her anecdote demonstrates the subjective nature of images. The frog in the Sing-
Song collection, or the other frog in the Speaking Likenesses story of Edith may well
have been inspired by Rossetti's yellow and black frog. In addition, Rossetti notably
believes that the life of a frog is "calm and secluded." This is a connection she makes
based on personal observation. She encourages children to leave these unjustly-

maligned creatures alone, vowing: "Good-bye. We'll let each other alone" (Sing-

Song 56).
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Rossetti is careful to offer examples of responsible stewardship, too, as
shown in the poem about the dead thrush, for whom we must "Weave...a coffin of
rush,[and)/ Dig...a grave where the soft mosses grow" (10). Later, the poet rescues
"a motherless soft lambkin" and vows to "care for him and feed him/ Until he's strong
and bold" (61). The lamb is awarded a special role in Rossetti's poetry because he
is akin to the innocent babe. The "frisky lamb" (77) frolics with a playful child, and
the newborn "pretty babe" is a "curly little lamb" in the collection's opening poem.

Furthermore, the lamb is a powerful literary symbol, alluding first to the
Blakean symbol of innocence which, in turn, is a Christian allusion to Christ who
called Himself a lamb. Considering Christina Rossetti's devoutly Christian
perspective, her predeliction for using the image of the lamb throughout a child's
poetry book is both personal and allusory. Northrop Frye considers the
distinguishing characteristic of poetry to be the poet's use of "images and objects and
sensations much more than abstract ideas" (Frye 8).

Rossetti uses images from nature to educate the young about abstract
concepts. Undoubtedly, there is a considerable amount of pedagogical purpose in
Sing-Song, but the teaching is done in a very enjoyable way. The heaviness of sea-
sand is like the weight of sorrow; youth is as "frail" as "spring-blossoms;" truth is
deep, like the ocean. In the neatly-rhymed couplets, a child will easily remember
these axioms, and, like Rossetti, share the view that life, like nature, is constantly
changing, and we must savour the happy moments, however brief. She tells us that
sorrow is as much a part of life as joy:

What are heavy? sea-sand and sorrow:
What are brief? to-day and tomorrow:
What are frail? Spring blossoms and youth:
What are deep? the ocean and truth. (34)
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Some poems are unsettling in their sad representation of a parent's
grief, and some critics have wondered at their inclusion in a poetry collection
intended for children. Many critics find the inclusion of themes such as infant death,
parentless children, and grief too harsh for a child's poetry book. However, as
mentioned earlier, early childhood death was a fact of life in Rossetti's day, so her
poetry is likely a way of helping the surviving siblings--and the parents-- to cope with
their loss. These poems are sad, but generally provide a "balm" of comfort in the
form of faith.

Rossetti's preoccupation with the paradisal world might account for the
seemingly paradoxical blending of infant death and a willing, almost joyous,
acceptance of it. Diane D'Amico, in an article which examines the devotional poetry
of Christina Rossetti, notes that we often hear, in Rossetti's prose work, "the voice
of the soul happily anticipating the paradise to come " (D'Amico, Victorian
Newsletter 72, 40).  Although the topic of this study is Christina Rossetti's
contribution to the world of children's literature, it is impossible to examine any
aspect of her poetic canon without, at least, acknowledging the contribution of her
religious philosophy. Rossetti's focus is always on the prize, and that prize is the
arrival in Paradise. She dreams of that day when mankind's eyes will see God in a
place:

Where no darkness more shall hide him from our sight,

Where we shall be love with love, and light with light,

Worshipping our God together face to face.
("Antipas", 11, 283)

Recognizing Rossetti's attitude toward eternity helps to explain the morbid
representation of dead children in Sing-Song. Undoubtedly, Rossetti would find

complete solace in God's promise of a paradisal reward.
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Rossetti's faith in God and the presence of His caregivers on earth, in the
form of angels, are recurrent themes in her poems of loss. Orphaned children are not
endangered in Rossetti's world, but are watched by their guardian angels:

Three little children

On the wide, wide earth,
Motherless children--
Cared for from their birth
By tender angels.

Three little children

On the wide, wide sea,
Motherless children--

Safe as safe can be

With guardian angels. (80)

Faith in the guardianship of children by God or His caregivers is a theme expressed

earlier in William Blake's Songs of Innocence (1789). Certainly, Rossetti was

influenced by Blake's work, because we see the same message in Rossetti as in
Blake's "Little Boy Found", in which Blake tells of the lost little boy who "began to
cry", and "God, ever nigh,/ Appear'd like his father in white" (The English
Romantics 31). Rossetti's Sing-Song rhymes, for the most part, do provide comfort
in their message of God's steadfast love and care. However, on closer inspection,
Rossetti does occassionally hint at a fatalistic view of mortality that is more skeptical.
The "crown of wind-flowers" is fashioned to give the wearer a chance to "fly away/
To hear the singers at their song, and players at their play." However, the final
stanza is not fanciful but harshly realistic. Rossetti reminds the listener that the
crown "can never make you fly." She points out that, although she will "twist them
in a crown to-day,/ [And] to-night they die" (Sing-Song 38). In effect, this Rossetti
poem incorporates two Blakean themes in a single work. Stanzas 1 and 2 celebrate

the power of the imagination to transcend reality, and to transport the speaker to
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other worlds. In stanza 1, the lyricist begs the listener to fashion her a "crown of
wind-flowers," which will empower her with the ability "To hear the singers at their
song,/ And players at their play." Here, Rossetti shares in Blake's idea of innocence.
Once the crown is worn, the wearer wishes to travel "beyond the surging of the sea/
And the storms that blow"(38). In a child's world of fantasy, a flight to distant lands
is a common theme, but in Christina Rossetti's fantasy world, the spell must be
broken. The third and final stanza returns the dreamer abruptly to reality, or to the
Blakean idea of "experience", and the fantasy is shattered when the harsh truth is
told:

Alas! your crown of wind-flowers
Can never make you fly:

I twist them in a crown to-day,

And to-night they die. (Sing-Song 38)

Christina Rossetti's children's poems celebrate the wonders of a real world--
in nature, in language, and in relationships. In her children's poems, the people and
animals are more real than in Mother Goose or Edward Lear's "nonsense" poems.
Admittedly, the Lear and Mother Goose poems have a more prominent status in the
realm of children's literature --perhaps because these poems do revel in silliness and
whimsy. However, Christina Rossetti does exhibit a sense of humour and a passion
for a child's world of wonder. Often, Rossetti takes delight in the comical realities of
everyday objects and words, particularly in the connotative absurdities of language.

Lessons and language constitute the major themes of the second section, in
which the poetic object matures along with the growing child. In the first poem of
this section, Rossetti bids her audience's attention, commanding: "Learn the lesson,

little folk" (40). Capitalizing on the pre-school child's fascination with rhyme, words,
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and meaning, Christina Rossetti begins a sequence of lessons involving colours,
numbers, riddles, time, animal sounds, and months of the year. These poems require
increased mental focus, and the older child will take delight in Rossetti's word-play,
featuring common objects such as:

A hill has no leg, but has a foot;

A wine-glass a stem,but not a root;

A watch has hands, but no thumb or finger;
A boot has a tongue but is no singer;

Rivers run, though they have no feet;

A saw has teeth, but it does not eat;
Ash-trees have keys, yet never a lock;

And baby crows, without being a cock. (55)

In this extended riddle, Rossetti plays with the varied connotations of words. The
rhymed couplets pair sets of riddles together, adding some end-rhyme fun to the
perplexing images. Rossetti excels at children's poetry when she toys with the world
of language.

Other connotative paradoxes are revealed in the poem, "A city plum is not a
plum" (12) in which Christina Rossetti vividly demonstrates an awareness of the
child's world of words. If a dumb-bell doesn't ring, or a captain's log book is not a
portion of a tree, then how do such words evolve? These poems are delightful in
their clear recognition of how children question language. Obviously, the young
children to whom this book would appeal most are at an age when they are beginning
to embrace an ever-increasing vocabulary and are likely questioning the rationale
behind the purpose or use of many words. The rhyming couplets of this poem invite
further word play, should the child desire it:
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A city plum is not a plum;

A dumb-bell is no bell, though dumb;
A party rat is not a rat;

A sailor's cat is not a cat;

A soldier's frog is not a frog;

A captain's log is not a log. (12)

Theories of language acquisiton can be used to explain the childhood appeal
of Rossetti's Sing-Song rhymes. The playful words and familiar images that Rossetti

uses in her poems permit the child some flexibility in using words to fit his own view

of the world. As Jean Piaget explains in Play, Dreams and Imitation in

Childhood(1969):

The child interprets words in terms of his own personal
system of meanings, and the child's meaning is not
necessarily the same as the adult's. Although the culture
provides the child with language, the latter does not
immediately socialize the child's thought. In other
words, language does not completely impose on the
child the culturally desirable ways of thinking. Instead,
the child distorts the language to fit his own mental
structure. (Piaget 63)

Recognizing the universality of a child's favourite stories, Rossetti uses words and
images that echo well-known nursery thymes. Knowing that these poems are likely
to be read aloud, Rossetti increases the value of the aural experience by imitating the
thymes of some children's nursery rhyme favourites. The "cock-a-doodle-do" of a
rooster is heard in the "kookooroo" of the crowing cock. Another example of the
poetic manipulation of sound is observed in the contrasting tempos of "A frisky
lamb." Note how "A frisky" in the first two lines forces the reader to read swiftly,

while the assonance and the well-orchestrated 'slowing down' in the later three lines
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change the tone in this half of the poem to one of peace and calm. Especially helpful
in slowing the pace is the difficult pronuncitation of the slow 'l' sounds in the words
"all blue" and "all mild." This is an example of a children's poem that is obviously
written to be read aloud:

A frisky lamb

And a frisky child

Playing their pranks

In a cowslip meadow:

The sky all blue

And the air all mild

And the fields all sun

And the lanes half shadow. (77)

The juxtaposition of playful, carefree child and an idyllic pastoral setting suggests
that the busily happy youngster is oblivious to the beauty in nature that surrounds
her. This poem provides a helpful analogy to the nature of Christina Rossetti's
poetry for children. Like the child who does not appreciate the natural beauty that
surrounds her, we, as readers of the poems, can easily miss the underlying message
of some of the poems.

Rossetti invites us to pay close attention to everything. Sometimes there will
be a lesson within the poem, and at other times the verse form will be so simple that
it demands nothing more than an appreciation of the words. Her poems demonstrate
Ruskin's notion of poetry as "the suggestion, by the imagination, of noble grounds
for the noble emotions" (Houghton 879). Ruskin believed that imagination has the
power to reveal hidden truths, and Rossetti's literary efforts certainly demonstrate
that she shared this belief.

Nevertheless, in the second section of the poetry collection, Christina

Rossetti is less focused on hidden truths and underlying morals. It is in this section,
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encompassing pages 20 to 79, that she savours the sublimity of childhood innocence
and exuberance. Undoubtedly recalling the pleasures of her own childhood, Rossetti
seldom refers to serious themes in this section. Here, lizards "wear umbrellas", and a
pig "wears a wig." Physical and mental play become the focus of the child's daily
activities. No longer content to stay at home by the fireside like the baby in the early
sequence of poems, the child is now seeking out new playmates and learning
experiences.

Sharon Smulders suggests that the three sections of the poems encompass
rather lengthy time periods. Smulders argues in "Sound, Sense and Structure in
Sing-Song," that "Rossetti uses clock and calendar to posit progress within
circularity"(3). I concur with Smulders' contention that the collection is
intentionally arranged in sequential order in order to emphasize progress and
circularity, but I do not agree that the three divisions represent a sequence of three,
four, and five decade time spans. Instead, I see Christina Rossetti's sequential
progression as stages in the evolution of a child's cognitive growth. Also, I believe
that these poems are a re-creation of her own childhood. Jan Marsh believes that
Rossetti "was writing to and for herself in a conscious return to her own infancy"
(Marsh 379). The re-construction of childhood experiences must necessarily be
sporadic, as the poet endeavours to recall the experiences from the recesses of
subconscious thought.

Notwithstanding this limitation, Sharon Smulders' emphasis on Rossetti's
sequential patterning finds strong support within the collection. Earlier, I stated that
all the poems in the first section re-create the daily routines in an infant's life. From
the cock's crow to the baby's morning "physic", followed by mail delivery, breakfast,

and getting dressed, the poet celebrates the need-driven world of infancy. Life and
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death, joy and pain, and motherly devotion are the themes that surround and sustain
the young baby's early life. Smulders does emphasize the external framework of the
entire collection, which is encompassed by the "occupied" cribs of the first and last
poems in the book. A new life begins at the end of the collection, and the circularity
of life is re-asserted. With this motif framing Rossetti's work, the entire sequence of
poems suggests the universality of the experiences contained within the book.
Rossetti's depiction of childhood does correspond to Jung's concept of the
child archetype. Embodying innocence, joy, and inquisitiveness, Rossetti's child also
adheres to the archetypal characteristic of being abandoned. @ A necessary
prerequisite to successful maturation, the child must be independent in order to

mature. As Alice Bymes clearly states in her study of The Child: an Archetypal

Symbol in Literature for Children and Adults, "the distinguishing characteristics of

Jung's archetypal child include abandonment, wholeness, mutual transformation of
the protégé and mentor, as well as unity of time" (33). Interestingly, the second
section of Rossetti's Sing-Song collection establishes the initial separation of the
child from its parents and, in particular, from its mother. The child's separation from
parental supervision pr