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What is it about long poems? Why do we love them, want to go into their worlds and stay there? What is it about knowing that the poem will not release us after a stanza or two but will hold us in its rhythms for page upon page that gives such pleasure?

Such questions are thrown up – and more besides – with the reading of ‘Goblin Market’. For in this extraordinary tale of desire and danger, written by a woman in the second half of the nineteenth century but as vividly alive now as when she first let it spring onto the page, you will feel all the anxiety and thrill of the long form. Will everything turn out as it should? Will the verses, coming one after the other, continue to satisfy? Will the images that hold me so wondrously, and creepily, also let me go? As well as considering the fate of the two women in the story who are to be direly tested by violence and addiction, the reader also has good cause to ask: will I be all right? ‘Goblin Market’ doesn’t want to release us with a simple happy ending and send us on our way. Christina Rossetti has crafted something that keeps working its magic upon us even when it is finished. And is it good for us? The spell she has cast is as strong as the intoxicating fruits that are presented upon her poem’s pages – ‘Figs to fill your mouth’, ‘Rare pears and greengages/Damsons and bilberries’, all to be ‘tasted’ and then ‘sucked and sucked and sucked the more.’

‘Goblin Market’ is about two sisters, Laura and Lizzie, who know that ‘Twilight is not good for maidens’ yet are tempted by it, to fall from the straight path of virtue into terror and near death. The poem opens with the cry of fruits for sale – ‘Apples and quinces,/Lemons and oranges,/Melons and raspberries...’ The list goes on, describing opulence and texture and variety in language that is irresistible. We are in a place so intensely coloured and all-encompassing of the worldly senses of hunger and desire that you will feel, as the young women whose story this is feel, the concentrated allure of everything that is to follow here. Fruits, juices, tints and stains. Touch. Ecstasy awaits – and danger. For this fruit is sold by goblin men and ‘Who knows upon what soil they fed/Their hungry, thirsty roots?’ Laura reminds her sister, but is drawn anyhow to the sinister cries of ‘Come buy, come buy!’

On one level this is a Victorian poem full of dire warning and instruction, written at a time when moral education had become embedded in cultural activity: paintings, poems and literature. So much of it was there to encourage qualities of chastity, honour, truthfulness. Be careful, was the warning issued – to young women, in particular. More than anything, good behaviour ensured the protection of marriage, maternity, patriarchy; a protection that Christina Rossetti did not choose for herself. ‘Oh’ cried Lizzie, ‘Laura, Laura,/You should not peep at goblin men’, exhorting her sister to turn away from the appeal of the fruit being sold in the murky woods. She stops up her ears and covers her eyes and runs – back to the home where all is pure and safe and quiet. But Laura can’t leave the strange creatures who’ve come out of the trees to show themselves to her. She takes their fruit, she pays her coin – a lock of her own golden hair – and she eats.

From the opening lines we are as tempted as the girls are. Although the little men with their fruit are terrifying – ‘One had a cat’s face,/One whisked a tail,/One tramped at a rat’s pace’ – the scent, the shape, the rinds and skins of the plums and cherries and quinces have fallen under our gaze to smell and exalt in and touch. The goblins’ voices change; from having been at the edge of our consciousness they come to speak ‘In tones as smooth as honey’. Dressed in the outfits of Bacchanal, with baskets and platters of grapes, ‘one began to weave a crown’ and they get closer and closer, insinuating and crooning, flickering as lust. They take up their place before ‘sweet tooth’ Laura, ‘Signalling each other,/Brother with sly brother’, and as the poem goes on and her deadly craving for their fruits deepens and takes hold they will be all over Lizzie, too, like rats. That image and sound of the goblin men, first as voices and cries and crooning, then ‘leering’ and ‘Pretty Goblin’, ‘Pretty Polly’ whistles, right up to the wild savaging of the poem, the ‘Grunting and snarling’, ‘lashing of tails’ and ‘Barking, mewing, hissing’...none of it can be shaken off.

For sure, the question of whether the reader can ever get free of ‘Goblin Market’ – to sum it up and so be done with it, to say it means this or that – has been something critics and readers have puzzled over since it was written. Ostensibly of its period, involving the themes of magic and faery and a lost golden age that were popular in their day, the poem was published in 1862, when Rossetti was 32. She was an unmarried woman in the man’s world of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood to which she was connected through her famous brother, the poet Dante Gabriel Rossetti. The poem established her as both of and yet powerfully different from the group of writers she knew and worked alongside. She wrote, as did John Keble and John Ruskin, along with Tennyson and Browning and Swinburne and the rest of them, about mortality and love and beauty and nature – but in her own resolutely curious way, coming at things ‘slant’, as her near-contemporary, the American poet Emily Dickinson, put it. And in ‘Goblin Market’ she is most certainly up to something of her own making. In her crafting of a story that is exquisite with Pre-Raphaelite imagery of ‘Golden head by golden head...They lay down in their curtained bed:/Like two blossoms on one stem’, the poet allows a sensuality and fullness of female feeling that is absent from her brother’s and his friends’ frozen tableaux. Their rows of pale maidens standing like columns, un-moving, do little more than provide a backdrop to knights and princes and young men on adventures. ‘Goblin Market’, by contrast, puts the women, their feelings and senses, right at the centre of the story.

Christina Rossetti may have maintained that what she had written was a ‘children’s fable’ – with Laura and Lizzie sleeping chastely together like doves ‘Folded in each other’s wings’ – but it is a strange story for infants when the text heaves and rushes with physicality and passion. There is the figure of Eve at the sisters’ back, no doubt – another woman also tempted by fruit – but ‘Goblin Market’ stays with us not as Old Testament warning but as a vivid, unsettling memory of mouths and lips and tongues. Sucking, feeding, kissing, eating and licking. These are the verbs that energise Rossetti’s narrative – ripely sensual, at times monstrous but always compelling. It’s as though Rossetti has carefully modelled a story in the language of her period – using the safe measure of iambic pentameter and rhyme beloved of her peers – only to stop it and jump-start it again with unexpected new rhythms and effects that mirror its range of feeling, shocking us with the ugliness of broken rhyme and interrupting the progress of a ‘fable’ in the rendering of a hunger that is powerful, real and exciting.

In her recent selection of Rossetti’s poetry* the theologian and poet Rachel Mann suggests that the rich arrangements of the liturgical year, the ceremonies and customs of the seasons set in a spiritual context, was a profound influence upon the poet’s literary approach. Mann sees this sitting compatibly with feminist readings of Rossetti’s work, which have gathered force and momentum in recent years, revealing ‘a highly intelligent woman in a patriarchal society’.** Mann quotes Ford Madox Ford’s famous remark that she was ‘the most valuable poet that the Victorian age has produced’ as a way of re-examining what is and isn’t regarded as ‘valuable’ according to the criticism and editions of her work which followed Ford’s remarks and so placed her within male proscriptions of what is ‘great and ‘good’ in verse. Rossetti doesn’t play to any tradition, one way or the other, Mann suggests. She ‘keeps her readers at a distance just at the moment they feel invited in.’

Certainly, much of her work seems to be on the acceptable side of revealing the world of an unmarried woman – poems about being isolated and virginal, quiet, private and thoughtful. But in ‘Goblin Market’ there is no doubt that we are being offered very different information about female experience and desire. Lizzie and Laura may stand chastely together to show us the way towards modesty and virtue, but their story has told us something very different about their nature. There is too much sisterly embracing here, too much touch and kiss. The scenes of feeding on fruit and the goblins’ retaliations, violent and unremitting with Lizzie in the centre of their frenzy trying to stop up her mouth lest they ‘cram one mouthful in’, raise the temperature of the poem, verse by verse. By the time we reach the end, the image of the sisters calmly standing ‘joining hands to little hands’ as they warn their children of danger is unconvincing. We have been on a journey with these two young women to a kind of private hell and back, and though sanity and health appear restored, the mayhem let loose in the woods has been more real and believable than any homily intoned as it is as though by a pair of sleepwalkers. When Lizzie comes back ‘juice syrupped’ having given herself up to the goblin men, she allows her sister ‘like a caged thing freed’ to suck and feed upon her, to lick and kiss from her face and mouth and body the extracts of the awful fruits. We feel how we’ve become caught up in something so private and powerful it’s almost shaming. The chaos of unchecked appetite has been experienced. Nothing can ever be the same again.

So ‘Goblin Market’ is a kind of tapestry, yes – richly embroidered and lovely – only the minute we touch it, all its silks and textures come to life. This is not the woven work of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. Rossetti’s figured vines leap up and wrap themselves around us, the fruits we gaze upon are now in our hands to eat. Those golden-haired children are ‘goblin-ridden’; curled up like doves, maybe, but they also twirl serpent-like together, fully grown, scorched and hectic. In their clutching, twisting embrace they seem to turn from one into the other and back again.

That act of becoming is the poem’s central energy and force. We enter, and are transformed by the unravelling of its verses. We are trapped, as the two sisters are, by the incantations of rhyme, by the proliferation of wondrous imagery, and yet in the moment of our reading, also weirdly, terrifyingly free. This story may seem to have been a cautionary one for women – written by a woman who, after all, a Victorian maid herself, might know of the dangers out there in the woods. But we have been inside the dark place, we have felt its predations, suffered its hungry needs; to feed and feed, and also to know what it is to be caught up in the maelstrom of the goblins’ frenzied rage and lust. Christina Rossetti, a woman in a man’s world, has overturned that world to accommodate her own intense and private female vision. Women know, she shows us, what it is to be subject to the male gaze and predation and physical domination. Ours the lips pressed close against entry. Ours the holding fast to ourselves in terrible passivity in the midst of shocking and repeated gender-based violence. Women are part of ‘Goblin Market’, within the poem, in a way men can only look on at in wonder.

In the end, in this place of fairytale, as with all fairytales, there are monsters. Christina Rossetti shows, however, how the monstrous, instead of enslaving, has actually enabled female instinct and volition to gain power and understanding. That is this work’s great gift. ‘Goblin Market’ is for everyone, of all genders and ages, but women and girls will feel its touch more acutely, I think. Come away, taste and buy, purchase experience at the cost of your own body. This is no dream. This is a poem for our age.

Kirsty Gunn

I am indebted to my daughter Katherine Graham, whose own study of ‘Goblin Market’ has offered me fresh and exciting new ways to read the poem.



 

* Christina Rossetti, New Selected Poems edited by Rachel Mann, Carcanet, 2020

** Christina Rossetti: Faith, Gender and Time by Diane D’Amico, Louisiana State University Press, 1988
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