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Jan Marsh has devoted much of her career to maisitge the neglected lives of
the talented women of the Pre-Raphaelite circle.ilByninating the central
significance to Victorian and Pre-Raphaelite stadiée of perhaps the best known
of those women, Marsh’s biography surely marks kstone in this important
project. Through careful research and close criteading, Marsh redefines the
contours of the life and enlarges her subject 90 agpand our knowledge of the
diverse body of Rossetti's work. In so doing, shedpices nothing less than an
affirmation, indeed a celebration, of the endugnfjievement of Christina Rossetti
while simultaneously demonstrating the continuiefgvance of a genre which
cultivated and mapped the Victorian writerly larajse, literary biography.

In rendering the early years Marsh not only drapeLRossetti’s retrospective
diary, TimeFlies (1885), as other biographers have done, but mgueritantly she
also harmonizes her narrative with an extendedmgaaf the poet’s own volume
of nursery rhymes for childrefing-Song (1872). This makes for a very different
picture of the conflict in Rossetti's childhood Wween her own disposition toward
energetic willfulness and the counselling by famiyembers of prudence,
obedience, and self-restraint.

The fleshing out of family relationships is anotls&iength of this biography.
Marsh is the first to emphasize, for example, thpdrtance of Frances Rossetti's
tendency to transfer her own thwarted ambitions antadmiration of the intellect
and talents of others, especially those of herdoil. This inclination to live
through her children became a powerful catalyshépotency of their desire for
achievement as well as in the success they fin#tiyned. In addition, while Marsh
once again rectifies the record of women’s historgaying tribute to Maria, the
eldest and least known of the Rossettis, she fuather purpose in mind. Skilfully
tracing the “religious atmosphere fermented” byeQu®odsworth, and others of
the Oxford Movement, and “particularly targetedyating women” (55), she
amplifies the differences in Maria and Christinegsponses, one successfully
conforming and the other breaking down. Marsh thyenevites us to search for the
solution to the problem that has perplexed biogeaplsince William Michael
Rossetti's 1904 “Memoir” of his sister’s life: Rati’'s mysterious adolescent
illness.

Much of the first half of the biography is thus dé&ad to sifting through and
eliminating social and cultural causes of the aliyasive melancholy of Rossetti's
early poetry, a melancholy that appears to exceedeffects of illness, the
constraints of Victorian femininity, and the “religis mania” of the 1840s. This
leads Marsh to raise the most controversial questidhe book: “Was Christina
unwillingly implicated in some sexual activity &etage of twelve or thirteen that
left a permanent sense of guilt?” (260). The qoestbmes as no surprise as Marsh



