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Critical scholarship on Christina Rossetti’s The Face of the Deep: A

Devotional Commentary on the Apocalypse, where it exists at all, tends to interpret

the work as an individualistic and subversive foray into biblical interpretation.

However, this dissertation argues that Rossetti’s apocalyptic vision in The Face of

the Deep is formed by the interpretive presuppositions of the Anglo-Catholic

movement, which sought to reinvigorate the interpretation of Scripture with the

traditional exegetical methods of patristic and medieval scholars.  The central

concern of this dissertation is thus to identify particular ways in which Rossetti’s

The Face of the Deep relies on an identifiable ecclesiastical interpretive tradition

and to tease out the implications of Rossetti’s use of these traditions for her work

both as a budding theologian and as an established poet.  Chapter two

demonstrates that Rossetti’s ostensibly individualistic and pietistic tendencies

toward the personal appropriation of the Scriptures are governed less by a

Romantic notion of the individual reader of Scripture than by presuppositions

with which medieval monks and scholars approached Scriptural study.  Chapter



three examines Rossetti’s anagogical interpretation in The Face of the Deep,

particularly the ways in which Rossetti’s mature view of patience draws on

patristic and medieval understandings of the temporal relationship of the

Christian to God.  Chapter four notes carefully Rossetti’s use of the Anglo-

Catholic doctrine of Reserve, as promulgated by Isaac Williams in Tracts 80 and

89, in The Face of the Deep.  I look first at the manifestation of the doctrine in

Rossetti’s prose, especially as it relates to both her own self-abnegation and her

exhortation to her readers to avoid “evil knowledge,” and secondly at the

doctrine as it helps explain the stylistic oscillation of poetry and prose in the

commentary.  In chapter five, finally, I examine several of Rossetti’s early poems,

including “Symbols,” “The Convent Threshold,” “Goblin Market,” and “The

Prince’s Progress,” to explore the ways in which The Face of the Deep serves as a

kind of “grammar,” a symbolic and theological vocabulary, by which all of

Rossetti’s poetry can be interpreted.
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 

 
Even though poets and literary critics such as Algernon Swinburne, 

Edmund Gosse, and Gerard Manley Hopkins greatly admired the poetry of 

Christina Rossetti, critical interest in her work swiftly declined after her death, 

and this decline continued well into the twentieth century.  Several explanations 

have been offered for this dearth of scholarly attention to Rossetti, and Jerome 

McGann’s 1983 essay “The Religious Poetry of Christina Rossetti”1 has remained 

the most influential.  At one level, McGann’s argument is fairly straightforward:  

The New Critics did not find Rossetti sufficiently complex in her use of the 

poetic devices that, for them, made good poetry, and thus her work was largely 

ignored by an entire generation of literary critics.  To restore Rossetti to her 

rightful place in the canon, then, would seem to be a matter simply of a historical 

and social contextualization that would bring out the richness and depth of her 

deceptively simple verse.  But McGann notes that the religious critics who 

would seem to have the greatest claim on Rossetti, “[t]hose who gathered the 

strength of writers like Donne, Herbert, and Hopkins,” did not place her 

alongside these poets.  Instead, they “found Rossetti’s work variously ‘morbid,’ 

‘sterile,’ ‘sweet’—in any case, from a Christian perspective, far inferior to the 

‘virile’ work of those religious poets of our Great Tradition” (132). 

Thus did the resurgence of Rossetti criticism in the 1970s and 1980s come 

not from critics who paid close attention to Rossetti’s fervent Christian faith, 

since they continued to find her religion unworthy of serious regard, but rather 
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from “other critical vantages and presuppositions, not the least of which are 

those we associate with feminist criticism and its natural ally, historical method” 

(132).  But in considering historical method, McGann arrives at another reason 

for the lack of respect accorded Rossetti in the academy.  He believes that the 

particular note of earnest evangelicalism in Rossetti’s works alienated her from 

Anglo-American critics2 who were raised, if not in the Church itself, in a cultural 

atmosphere that owed its principles of religious moderation and tolerance to the 

success of the Broad Church tradition in Anglicanism.   

This alienation, for McGann, means that the critic who seeks a more 

positive assessment of Rossetti’s religious poetry must reevaluate the 

“expectations and presuppositions about religious poetry which we have 

inherited” (133) from the aforementioned types of critics.  But in the midst of this 

ostensible call from McGann for a charitable understanding of Rossetti’s 

historical context, he assumes something particularly uncharitable.  In addition 

to our reevaluation of Rossetti criticism, says McGann, we must also suspend 

“our disbelief in her convictions and ideas” (133).  It is therefore a tacit 

assumption for McGann that Rossetti’s kind of faith is anachronistic and 

outdated, as his conclusion makes clear: 

[Rossetti’s] poetry contains a forcible and persistent reminder that 
the themes of Christian poetry—even the greatest of such themes, 
like those of guilt and redemption, of resurrection, of incarnation—
are time and place specific, that they have had a beginning, and a 
middle, and that they will finally have an end as well.  To imagine 
otherwise is a vanity and an illusion, a peculiar blindness from 
which only those who recognize their own historical backwardness 
will be exempt. (141) 
 

It is only, then, from a post-Christian perspective that Rossetti becomes 

interesting and worthy of further study for McGann, since Rossetti’s intense 
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faith is for him a local and historical phenomenon that has been rendered largely 

irrelevant by contemporary unbelief. 

Antony Harrison, writing the introduction to a 1994 issue of Victorian 

Poetry that commemorated the centennial of Rossetti’s death, further explains the 

“biases common among Anglo-American critics even well into the 1970s” (203) 

by examining a 1971 essay from Stuart Curran.  Curran, in Harrison’s estimation, 

“appears blind to Rossetti’s originality, her intellectual acuity, her critical 

acerbity, her daring as a Victorian ‘poetess,’ and the often subversive directions 

her poetry takes” (204).  Harrison continues by noting that, like many critics of 

the 1970s, Curran misses the profundity of Rossetti’s poetry, casually dismissing 

her because of her supposed simplicity (204).  However, Harrison gleefully 

observes that Curran’s viewpoint is “symptomatic of an Anglo-American critical 

era (1930-80) that has run its course” and that “[s]ince 1980 Rossetti’s reputation 

has undergone an extraordinary resurgence” (204).  Further, he believes that this 

resurgence is mainly due to feminist interest in her work. 

In many ways, however, the critical reception of Rossetti as a religious 

poet and thinker has been ironically hindered rather than advanced because of 

her gender.  While I am cognizant of and in strong disagreement with many 

elements of sexism present in nineteenth-century religion, I also believe that 

purely feminist readings of this profoundly religious writer tend either to ignore 

the Christian orthodoxy she consistently displays in her work or else to 

disparage it, casting her as a sly feminist who subverts the patriarchal power 

structures of the Christianity of her time. 

Feminist and psychoanalytic criticism, while valuable in their own right, 

have nevertheless succumbed willingly and wholeheartedly to the biographical 
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fallacy, reading every Rossetti poem in light of the events of her life.3  In doing 

so, they have often advanced speculative and critically irresponsible accounts 

that have occluded the sincere and unmistakable religious fervor that radiates 

from her work.4  As Sara Choi observes, even when critics do note Rossetti’s 

religious devotion, they often hurriedly explain it away in terms of 

psychosomatic mania or an ideological power grab:  “Rossetti scholarship has 

either rejected the devotional aspects of her writing or examined them as a way 

to ‘recover’ Rossetti’s religion by framing it within a more palatable paradigm of 

power and subversion” (481).  Choi further notes, however, that Rossetti’s critics 

are beginning to recognize the authenticity of her faith, even though many of 

their readings are still limited, in Choi’s view (and mine), by their construal of 

her as a “feminist” theologian or a “feminist” reader of Scripture.  Choi is thus 

one of the first critics actively to engage Rossetti not simply as a “feminist 

theologian” but as a theologian per se, as she examines the dialogical manner in 

which Rossetti interprets Scripture. 

Although various theological interpretations of Rossetti have been 

offered, several aspects of her writings and thought have been insufficiently 

explored.  Harrison’s aforementioned summary of Rossetti scholarship ends 

with a suggestion that further criticism needs to be conducted on “her body of 

work that catered to the enormous market for devotional prose and poetry in 

Victorian England” (207).  Scholars have indeed begun to pay more attention to 

Rossetti’s prose devotional works.5  One of these devotional works is a lengthy 

(552-page) volume entitled The Face of the Deep: A Devotional Commentary on the 

Apocalypse.  As with many of these types of works, the evangelical reading 

public eagerly embraced The Face of the Deep, but literary critics have often been 
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perplexed by it, tending to focus instead on the poems scattered throughout this 

prose work.6 

A number of the first readers of The Face of the Deep were somewhat 

confused as to the particular generic conventions of the work as well as the 

purposes for which Rossetti wrote and published it.  The Dictionary of National 

Biography of 1897 thus describes The Face of the Deep and Rossetti’s other prose 

devotional works as “religious edification, meritorious in their way, but scarcely 

affecting to be literature” (qtd. in Hobbs 409).  Her friend and admirer Algernon 

Swinburne read these works, according to Lona Mosk Packer, only “[i]n the 

interest of friendship”:   He wrote to Edmund Gosse, “Have you read her 

commentary on The Apocalypse—between 500 and 600 closely printed pages?  I 

HAVE—from the first line to the last—and yet I live!” (qtd. in Packer 38).   

Contemporary reviews of The Face of the Deep were few, but two of them 

shed further light on the immediate critical reception of the work.  In a synoptic 

article on Rossetti’s work written just a few months before her death, Arthur 

Hugh Benson first praises the stylistic innovations of Rossetti’s early poem “Old 

and New Year Ditties,” noting that they produced a “consummate” result, but 

then writes that the “exquisite felicity” that produced some of Rossetti’s best 

poetry “did not continue” (495) in her later work.  He finds that, although The 

Face of the Deep contains “many suggestive and striking thoughts, and some 

images of exquisite beauty,” it is nevertheless written “in uncouth and shapeless 

prose” and is ultimately “a singular monument of failure” (495).  Benson does 

not limit his criticism to the prose, as he believes that the “several hundred 

religious lyrics” contained in The Face of the Deep are also “seldom satisfactory” 

(495). 
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The other review, anonymously contributed to The Independent,7 offers a 

much more positive assessment of The Face of the Deep, even though the reviewer 

still does not know quite what to make of the genre of the commentary.  She 

finds it to be “a poet’s book; the work of a poet, and for poetic minds,” yet does 

not believe that it conforms to the current generic expectations of a 

“commentary”:  “The book is not a commentary in any sense recognized 

hitherto” (1524).  The reviewer does, however, understand the work as an 

innovative kind of mystical commentary, written by “a poetic mind sanctified 

and inspired to reveal the deep things of God . . . [and] made of stuff that poets 

only know how to weave” (1524).  For this reviewer, The Face of the Deep “flashes 

with almost supernal light,” and so the only apposite word to describe it is 

“contemplative” (1524).  The Face of the Deep “soar[s] far and away into the 

depths of adoring contemplation” (1524), she writes, declaring that the reading 

public “ha[s] seen nothing like this last book of Christina Rossetti” (1524). 

Modern critics, by contrast, have tended to be uniformly dismissive of The 

Face of the Deep, finding the poetry scattered throughout to be the only 

redeeming quality of the work.  Even though P. G. Stanwood included passages 

from The Face of the Deep in his 1998 anthology of Rossetti’s prose, he too was 

“tempted to say, indeed, that the best features of some of the prose works are 

[Rossetti’s] poetical interpolations” (qtd. in Hobbs 424).  Another contemporary 

critic writes that “the devotional commentary is ‘chiefly interesting for the many 

poems scattered throughout its pages’” (qtd. in Hobbs 424). The Dictionary of 

Literary Biography article on Rossetti, updated in 2001, ostensibly offers a more 

positive assessment of The Face of the Deep, calling it a “substantial work” that 

“consists of wide-ranging, free-association meditations on each verse of 



 
7 

 

Revelation” (“Christina Rossetti”).  However, the author, Mary Arseneau, 

quickly confesses what really interests her about the work:  “More important for 

today's reader, The Face of the Deep includes more than two hundred poems” 

(“Christina Rossetti”).  In the most recent book-length treatment of Rossetti, 

Constance Hassett notes concerning the 1893 collection Verses—a gathering 

which came out a year after The Face of the Deep and contained poems from it as 

well as other devotional prose works—that “the reader can be glad of this book 

in which the best of the poems, now stripped of their prose encumbrances, recover 

something of the primacy of attention they had for Rossetti when she was 

writing them” (233, my emphasis).  

As critics of Rossetti have attempted to come to terms with The Face of the 

Deep, rightly seeking both to read it according to its own merits as well as to 

place it within the larger body of Rossetti’s work and of Victorian literature in 

general, they have often fit it into the prefabricated mold of feminist, 

psychological, and biographical critical concerns.  Thus, even critics who do 

focus on the prose passages of The Face of the Deep tend to avoid its astute 

theological insights, choosing instead to highlight Rossetti’s allegedly feminist 

hermeneutic.8  The majority of Rossetti scholarship believes that while the 

“voice” of The Face of the Deep as well as its exegetical style and method may be 

ostensibly orthodox, it also subverts the patriarchal power structures of the 

Anglican Church.  Joel Westerholm writes, for example, that even though 

Rossetti “has no place in the history of theology—at least, not yet—her 

devotional prose has a place in the history of the women’s movement within 

Christianity” (12)—a “movement” that produced works of devotion as well as 
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scriptural exegesis, even as the leaders of the Tractarian movement denounced 

the prophetic office of women in the Church.  Thus, Robert Kachur claims that  

Rossetti’s commentary on the apocalypse—considered 
simultaneously as a response to contemporary gender ideology 
and as a product of sectarian, High Church Anglican belief—helps 
clarify how she . . . attempted to reconcile contradictory feminist 
and religious impulses. (194)   
 

But the conflicts in The Face of the Deep are deeper than mere concern over 

questions of patriarchy and femininity.  In fact, there is a more trenchant literary 

and theological argument at stake in this debate over the extent to which 

Rossetti aimed to subvert the patriarchal power structures of the Anglican 

Church.  If one accepts the subversionist account unquestioningly, one forms a 

portrait of a Christina Rossetti who is an individualistic Romantic agonist, 

wrestling against the patriarchal powers that threaten to overwhelm and silence 

her radical, even revolutionary, voice.  A recapitulation of the terminology used 

to describe Rossetti’s The Face of the Deep should make this portrait clearer.  In 

this work, Rossetti is said to be “culturally subversive” (Peterson 210), “often 

subversive” (Harrison 204), “perceptive and sometimes subversive” (Palazzo 6), 

“startlingly original,” (Kachur 193), and “radical” (Sickbert 292), as she primarily 

seeks to “transgres[s] cultural boundaries” (Westerholm 17) in the writing of The 

Face of the Deep. 

In offering a corrective to this criticism, I must first make it clear that in no 

way do I intend to discount or elide Rossetti’s originality and inventiveness as a 

literary artist.  Yet Rossetti’s deep reliance on traditional modes and methods of 

Scriptural interpretation make her work subversive in a more drastic way than 

has been discerned.  For it puts her project in direct opposition to the prevailing 

spirit of the age, against both liberal and evangelical “interpreting orphans,” as 
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Roger Lundin calls them.  Unlike Rossetti, they entirely jettisoned all 

ecclesiastical tradition in the reading of Scripture, appropriating instead the 

hermeneutical method of the Romantics, thus finding “no apparent need for an 

understanding of the activity of God in the history of the church and its 

manifold interpretive practices and traditions” (Lundin 37).  Indeed, Rossetti’s 

apocalyptic vision in The Face of the Deep is essentially formed by the interpretive 

presuppositions of the Anglo-Catholic movement, which, more than any other 

movement since the Reformation, sought to reinvigorate the interpretation of 

Scripture with the exegetical methods of patristic and medieval scholars.9  Thus 

to call Rossetti’s vision in The Face of the Deep “Anglo-Catholic” is at once to note 

its indebtedness both to patristic and medieval theological models as well as to 

the outworking of those models in the writings of her contemporary Anglo-

Catholics, specifically Isaac Williams, John Keble, and John Henry Newman. 

Furthermore, as we will see throughout the dissertation but particularly 

in the chapter concerning Reserve, the Anglo-Catholic movement restored what 

it believed to be the right view, held by the patristic and medieval church, of the 

proper relationship of ratiocination to religion.  Theirs was not a Christianity 

that began with skepticism and moved to faith through the authority of rational 

evidence, for they believed such conversions rest too strongly on the limited 

powers of the human mind relative to the unfathomable mind, will, and 

purposes of God.  Rather, the locus of authority for the Anglo-Catholic 

movement (manifested in its approach not only to Scriptural study but also, as 

we will see, to poetics) was the self-evident authority of God as certified by the 

Scriptures and the Church’s tradition.10  
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William Michael Rossetti’s “Memoir” of his sister Christina, printed with 

his 1904 publication of the Poetical Works of Christina Rossetti, attests to 

Christina’s wholehearted appropriation of this Anglo-Catholic model of 

authority.  There the brother finds that Christina’s Christian faith 

was faith pure and absolute: an entire acceptance of a thing 
revealed—not a quest for any confirmation or demonstrative proof.  
There were few things she more disliked than an ‘Evidences of 
Christianity’:  I dare say she never read one, but she must have 
glanced at one or other sufficiently to know that she disliked it.  To 
learn that something in the Christian faith was credible because it 
was reasonable, or because it rested upon some historic evidence of 
fact, went against her.  Her attitude of mind was:  ‘I believe 
because I am told to believe, and I know that the authority which 
tells me to believe is the only real authority extant, God.’  (liv, 
original emphasis)11 

 
As William Michael again notes in his “Memoir,” Christina’s respect for God’s 

intrinsic authority through His revelation in the Scriptures was extraordinarily 

high; and yet, as he also observes, she never idolized the Bible, nor did she make 

the reading of Scripture a matter of purely private interpretation: 

Over-scrupulosity made Christina Rossetti shut up her mind to 
almost all things save the Bible, and the admonitions and ministrations 
of priests.  To ponder for herself whether a thing was true or not 
ceased to be a part of her intellect.  The only question was whether 
or not it conformed to the Bible, as viewed by Anglo-Catholicism.  
(lxviii, my emphasis) 

 
The central concern of this dissertation is thus to identify particular ways 

in which Rossetti’s The Face of the Deep relies on an identifiable ecclesiastical 

interpretive tradition and to tease out the implications of Rossetti’s use of these 

traditions for her work both as a budding theologian and as an established poet.  

In Chapter Two, I will demonstrate that Rossetti’s ostensibly individualistic and 

pietistic tendencies toward the personal appropriation of the Scriptures are 

governed less by a Romantic notion of the individual reader of Scripture than by 
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presuppositions with which medieval monks and scholars approached 

Scriptural study.  Further, this demonstration will help the reader of The Face of 

the Deep better understand its generic conventions that previously have been 

understood as jumbled and confused but are inextricably linked to Rossetti’s 

overarching approach and purposes.  Chapter Three will examine Rossetti’s 

anagogical interpretation in The Face of the Deep, particularly the ways in which 

Rossetti’s mature view of patience draws on patristic and medieval 

understandings (as illustrated by Augustine, Boethius, and Anselm) of the 

temporal relationship of the Christian to God.  Chapter Four will note carefully 

Rossetti’s use of the Anglo-Catholic doctrine of Reserve, as promulgated by Isaac 

Williams in Tracts 80 and 89, in The Face of the Deep.  I will look first at the 

manifestation of the doctrine in Rossetti’s prose, especially as it relates to both 

her own self-abnegation and her exhortation to her readers to avoid “evil 

knowledge,” and secondly at the doctrine as it helps explain the stylistic 

oscillation of poetry and prose in the commentary.  In Chapter Five, finally, I 

will examine several of Rossetti’s early poems, including “Symbols,” “The 

Convent Threshold,” “Goblin Market,” and “The Prince’s Progress,” to explore 

the ways in which The Face of the Deep serves as a kind of “grammar,” a symbolic 

and theological vocabulary, by which all of Rossetti’s poetry can be interpreted.  

All of these theological and literary explorations will lead us to the conclusion 

that Rossetti’s The Face of the Deep is her consummate statement on the 

importance of reading Scripture within the Anglo-Catholic tradition, and that, 

because of the particular theological and literary concerns of the Anglo-Catholic 

movement, The Face of the Deep summarily collates the literary and theological 

concerns of Rossetti’s entire poetic and prosaic oeuvre. 
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Notes 
 
 

1McGann takes for granted that the terms “Rossetti’s poetry” and 
“Rossetti’s religious poetry” are interchangeable. 
 

2McGann has in mind primarily the New Critics John Crowe Ransom and 
Allen Tate. 
 

3One major example is Lona Mosk Packer’s Christina Rossetti, which 
continually reads Rossetti’s poetry in light of Rossetti’s romantic suitors James 
Collinson, Charles Cayley, and William Bell Scott. 
 

4The examples here are various and will be returned to throughout the 
dissertation, but perhaps the most salient is Jan Marsh’s biography of Rossetti.  
Marsh supposes that Christina Rossetti both suffered incest at the hands of her 
father and experienced other unwanted sexual activity early in her life (cf. 258-
264).  Marsh reads Rossetti’s poetry and prose through a Freudian lens that 
allows her to make these claims, yet there is no substantive biographical 
evidence to suggest that they actually occurred. 
 

5Recent examples of articles on Rossetti’s devotional prose include the 
works by Kevin Mills, Lynda Palazzo, Joel Westerholm, Robert Kachur, and 
Colleen Hobbs found in the bibliography. 
 

6See Appendix A for a more detailed description of the possible 
readership of The Face of the Deep. 
 

7Rossetti believed this reviewer to be her friend Katharine Tynan 
Hinkson, and I have adopted this assumption (cf. Letters IV.298). 
 

8See the articles listed in the bibliography by Hobbs, Kachur, Peterson, 
and Palazzo as examples of this critical trajectory. 
 

9See Raymond Chapman’s Faith and Revolt, particularly Chapter Six, “The 
Appeal to Antiquity,” pp. 142–169, for a brief but comprehensive account of both 
the patristic and medieval concerns of the Tractarian Movement.  
 

10This attitude is best summarized by the patristic and medieval mottos 
credo ut intelligam (“I believe that I might understand,” Augustine and Anselm) 
and fides quaerens intellectum (“faith seeking understanding,” Anselm).  In 
Rossetti’s nineteenth century, John Henry Newman is the chief proponent of this 
attitude, especially in his An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent, which provides 
an extensive philosophical answer to the question “How can one believe in a 
thing (i.e. Christianity) one cannot rationally prove?”  The answer, what 
Newman terms the “illative sense,” owes much to these patristic and medieval 
understandings of the relationship of faith to reason. 
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11Here, William Michael refers to works such as William Paley’s A View of 
the Evidences of Christianity (1794) that sought to prove the validity of Christianity 
through rational argument, historical evidence, and appeals to divine revelation. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

The Practical Sermons of Christina Rossetti:  
Monastic Exegesis in The Face of the Deep 

 
 
 The nineteenth century was a period of radical change in the fields of 

literary and biblical interpretation.  On the continent, the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries saw the rise of the “father of hermeneutics,” Friedrich 

Schleiermacher, and the “masters of suspicion,” Friedrich Nietzsche, Karl Marx, 

and Sigmund Freud, all of whom contributed to an atmosphere of general 

nervousness and even skepticism concerning Christianity.  A “historical Jesus” 

movement inspired by David Friedrich Strauss’ and Ernest Renan’s works swept 

across France and Germany and eventually England (George Eliot translated 

Strauss’s Leben Jesu into English in 1845).  These works, and others inspired by 

them, attempted to strip away the dogmatic accretions of centuries of Church 

authorities concerning Jesus and thus to find the “historical Jesus,” a figure 

whom Strauss, Renan, and others saw as a man of peace and goodwill but not 

the divine founder of a worldwide organization called the Church.  

Furthermore, the rapid acceptance of Darwin’s evolutionary theories further 

complicated biblical authority, especially considering the literal-historical 

method by which Genesis was being read at the time.  In England, the 1860 

publication of Essays and Reviews, with contributions by several Anglican 

theologians, sparked great controversy; it seemed to signal the rising influence 

of the more liberal “Broad Church,” a movement who, it appeared, had 
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wholeheartedly embraced the “higher criticism” of the Germans that had made 

it across the channel. 

 Against this backdrop of frothing controversy and a rising attitude of 

suspicion towards traditional interpretations of the Bible stood the members of 

the Anglo-Catholic movement in England—chiefly John Henry Newman, 

Edward Pusey, John Keble, and Isaac Williams—who not only eschewed the 

contemporary Broad Church trends in biblical interpretation, but indeed reached 

further back into the history of the Church than most Anglicans yet had in an 

effort to recover and reclaim the riches of the pre-Reformation Catholic tradition 

for the Anglican Church.  That tradition, both patristic and medieval, held a 

radically different set of presuppositions concerning biblical interpretation than 

did the spirit of the age.  For the patristic and medieval exegetes championed by 

the Anglo-Catholics, the study of Scripture is itself a profoundly spiritual 

activity both occasioned by and ending in prayer and contemplation.1  Indeed, as 

Peter Brown notes, Augustine came to see the Scriptures themselves as the 

means by which God “mercifully bridged” the “gulf which separated a direct 

awareness of God from a human consciousness dislocated, as it were ‘repressed’, 

by the Fall” (259).  For the Christian who seeks truly to know God, therefore, 

Scriptural study must be undertaken with this high view of Scripture as an 

active principle in the heart and mind. 

It was in this atmosphere of retroactively patristic and medieval 

Christianity that Christina Rossetti lived, wrote, and practiced her Anglo-

Catholic faith.  Her commentary on Revelation, The Face of the Deep, thus stands 

as a text with strong pre-Reformation presuppositions in stark contrast to the 

rising tide of critical biblical exegesis that eventually shaped itself into the 
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Protestant liberalism of the early 20th century.  This chapter will examine these 

presuppositions and the ways in which they are worked out in The Face of the 

Deep in an effort to discover precisely what type of biblical exegete Christina 

Rossetti was.  

 
Introduction: Rossetti’s Genre, Style, and Rhetorical Purpose 

 
Many readers are unfamiliar with the bulk of Christina Rossetti’s The Face 

of the Deep, since much of the scholarship on the work concentrates on the over 

250 poems scattered throughout the text.2  Throughout the commentary, several 

salient features recur that give it a distinctive and somewhat unusual style.  One 

such feature is the personal tone struck by Rossetti by her continual use of the 

first-person plural pronoun “we.”  Another is the unabashedly spiritual, 

contemplative, and poetic quality of the commentary:  Rossetti feels no 

hesitation to insert either prayers or poetry into the midst of her prose.  She 

meticulously proceeds phrase-by-phrase through the commentary, 

recapitulating the Scriptural passage to be glossed at the head of its pertinent 

paragraph.  But perhaps the stylistic trait that has presented readers and critics 

alike with the most difficulty is the “associational” style, which often seems 

rather disconnected, as if Rossetti jumps from one thought or quotation into 

another without a concerted effort to tie these quotations together with tight 

expository prose.  

However, the critics of Rossetti’s much-maligned prose style often 

disparage it based on generic standards that Rossetti herself would not have 

applied to such a work.  Rossetti herself calls the work a “devotional 

commentary” in her subtitle:  But what exactly is a “devotional commentary,” 
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and by what standards should it be judged?  After all, this particular piece of 

writing seems to be a generic jumble, as it incorporates bits of poetry and prose, 

scraps of the Anglican liturgy and the Bible, and personal prayers, recollections, 

and admonitions.  Far indeed from being disrespectful of her readers through 

this distinctive style, Rossetti deliberately chooses such stylistic conventions 

with one overarching rhetorical purpose in mind—the edification of her 

Christian readers.  This rhetorical purpose governs those relatively odd 

conventions that make up her style as well as the themes and content of the text. 

This particular set of conventions (e.g., the incorporation of prayers, the 

personal tone, the direct exhortations to readers), along with the content with 

which these conventions inextricably work, is certainly not original to Rossetti.  

Both Rossetti’s overarching rhetorical purpose of exhortation as well as her 

spiritual preparation for the interpretation of Scripture give her commentary a 

deeply Augustinian and monastic quality.3  Jean Leclercq, himself a Benedictine 

monk active in the Ressourcement movement4 of the mid-twentieth century, 

notes in his work The Love of Learning and the Desire for God that in stark contrast 

to the scholastics, who pored over quaestiones and sententiae with keen scientific 

rigor in an “ivory tower” setting far removed from the experiences of life, 

monastic study of the Scriptures was “entirely oriented toward life, and not 

toward abstract knowledge” (17).   

Indeed, Rossetti eliminates all possibility of one’s reading her work as 

“abstract knowledge” in one of the first prayers she offers in The Face of the Deep, 

asking God to “grant that we may spend ourselves for any who need us” (10), 

emphasizing that the study of Scripture is not for the sake of intellectual 

knowledge, but ultimately for the sake of internalizing its lessons so that one 
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may act on them.  Immediately after offering this prayer, she writes that “[s]uch 

cannot be our honest theory, unless it be likewise our honest practice” (10, my 

emphasis).  The close of the commentary furthers this privileging of practice, as 

Rossetti writes that her own vocation as a poet and a theologian “demand[s] not 

intellect on my side but obedience, enjoins practice rather than subtil theory, and 

is responded to by simple obedience” (547).  Throughout this “devotional 

commentary,” Rossetti continually challenges herself and her readers to active 

obedience based on the text she glosses.   

In this way, what Rossetti writes at times approaches the condition of the 

sermon, a genre that exists for the purpose of both Scriptural exposition and 

exhortation.  This concept of the combination of exegesis and exhortation is also 

monastic.  Again Leclercq notes that  

. . . the commentaries themselves [of medieval monks], instead of 
being a continuous and uninterrupted explanation of a text, 
written in the impersonal tone of research divorced from all 
preoccupation with edification, often take on the form of sermons.  
They are more like exhortations than explanations . . . the monastic 
writings are directed to the practice of the Christian life. (154, my 
emphasis) 
   

Our contemporary ears may expect a Scriptural commentary to conform to more 

scholastic standards and thus to be, in Leclerq’s words, “a continuous and 

uninterrupted explanation of a text” written in an “impersonal tone of research” 

(154).  Perhaps, then, our expectations need to be shifted in order to appreciate 

and understand what Rossetti truly seeks to accomplish in The Face of the Deep.  I 

will argue that, judged as a set of homiletic exhortations toward Christian 

practice, as a commentary in the monastic mode, bathed in the traditions of her 

beloved Anglican Church and informed by her evangelical and Anglo-Catholic 

piety, the prose of The Face of the Deep is indeed worthy of further study and 
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attention.  Thus will the remainder of this chapter examine The Face of the Deep in 

light of its Augustinian and monastic requisites for faithful Scriptural 

interpretation as well as their outworking in Rossetti’s homiletic and exhortative 

style, so that we might discern her attempt to create a “lived interpretation,” the 

imitatio Christi. 

 
Charity, Humility, and Obedience in The Face of the Deep 

 
 Rossetti does not begin her commentary with a précis that gives her 

readers a neat summation of her interpretive presuppositions; rather, she dives 

immediately into the text, allowing the structure of Revelation itself to shape her 

commentary.  However, one passage in particular that occurs near the beginning 

of The Face of the Deep does help to illumine Rossetti’s interpretive methods and 

goals.  Furthermore, this passage demonstrates Rossetti’s indebtedness to 

Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana, which is generally regarded as the 

touchstone for the understanding of how the Church regards the interpretation 

of Scripture.  

The passage explores Revelation 1:3, which states, “Blessed is he that 

readeth, and they that hear the words of this prophecy, and keep those things 

which are written therein, for the time is at hand.”  Rossetti seizes on the words 

“readeth” and “heareth” as she contemplates the attitude that she and her 

readers should employ in their corporate study of the book of Revelation.  In 

particular, Rossetti first uses the story of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch as an 

example of the kind of prerequisite attitude of charity, humility, and prayer that 

governs Scriptural study.  In this story from Acts 8, Philip encounters an 

Ethiopian eunuch on the road to Gaza, and “the Spirit” of God encourages Philip 
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to “go over to his chariot” and join him (v. 29).  Philip finds the eunuch reading 

Isaiah, and as Rossetti recounts, asks him whether he understands what he reads 

(v. 30).  The eunuch replies, “How can I, unless someone guides me?” (v.31).  

Philip explains the passage to the eunuch, who is baptized and becomes a 

believer in Christ. 

Rossetti believes that before Philip explained the text to him, the eunuch 

still had important tools at his disposal for the understanding of Scripture, 

namely a prayerful heart oriented toward study.  Rossetti notes that it was 

actually “before his father in God [Philip] preached Christ” to the eunuch that 

“his illumination commence[d],” that this illumination “was already his in a 

measure to enjoy, respond to, improve” (12).  This was the case because the 

eunuch had already begun to “study and pray,” to “cherish hope,” and to “feel 

after Him Whom as yet he could not intelligently find” (12).  The attitudes and 

actions of the Ethiopian eunuch, Rossetti believes, are requisite to her own study 

of Revelation, since they are those things that “we all can do who read, or who 

hear, this Book of Revelations” (12).  Furthermore, approaching this text with 

prayer, in the hopes that God will communicate through it, will allow Rossetti 

and her readers to “clai[m], and by God’s bounty inheri[t], the covenanted 

blessing of such readers and hearers” as Philip and the Ethiopian (12).  Rossetti 

explicitly commends this prayerful approach to Scripture throughout her 

commentary, writing that “prayer is the safeguard of interpretation” (549).  

Rossetti continues to elaborate the spirit through which she approaches 

Revelation as she further explores the differences between the “reader” and the 

hearer” alluded to in Revelation 1:3.  She notes that “[a] reader and hearers stand 

in graduated degrees of knowledge or ignorance, as the case may be” (12).  The 
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“reader” is one who studies “at first hand [and] is in direct contact with God’s 

Word,” while the “hearer” is one who “seek[s] instruction of God through men” 

(12).  Rossetti does not make the connection explicit, but it is obvious that she 

finds Philip to be the “reader” who is able to explain the text of Isaiah to the 

“hearer,” the Ethiopian who seeks understanding of the Scripture.  She admits 

freely that “[m]ost of us are hearers” (12), emphasizing her own humility here 

and in the poem that follows this discourse: 

 Lord, I am feeble and of mean account; 
 Thou Who dost condescend as well as mount, 
    Stoop Thou Thyself to me 
 And grant me grace to hear and grace to see. 
 
 Lord, if Thou grant me grace to hear and see 
 Thy very Self Who stoopest thus to me, 
    I make but slight account 
 Of aught beside wherein to sink or mount. (12) 

 
Rossetti acknowledges in this poem her absolute dependence on the Spirit of 

God for the study of Scripture, asking him to “stoop” down and grant her the 

grace even to “hear” and “see” what should always be revealed in the 

Scriptures—God himself, the one who “stoop[s]” down to her. 

In this way, Rossetti joins herself to a central interpretive tradition laid 

down most clearly in Augustine’s seminal De Doctrina Christiana, in which 

Augustine emphasizes the necessity of seeking Scriptural knowledge through 

the aid of others—to be a “hearer,” in Rossetti’s terms.  Augustine answers the 

possible objections of detractors who believe that there is no necessity for 

Scriptural teachers, since they believe the Holy Spirit to teach each individual 

without any human intermediary.  For Augustine, however, such a view erases 

the entire concept of charity, since such individual interpretation does not reflect 

the interrelatedness of humanity under God.  If “men could teach nothing to 
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men,” Augustine writes, then “charity itself, which holds men together in a knot 

of unity, would not have a means of infusing souls and almost mixing them 

together” (6).  Furthermore, this teaching should always be done in an attitude 

of humility, both for teacher and student, as “those things which can be learned 

from men should be learned without pride” and “anyone teaching another 

[should] communicate what he has received without pride or envy” (5).  

Augustine also uses the story of Philip and the eunuch as a preeminent example 

of this principle of the necessity of humans teaching one another the Scriptures 

in humility.  After all, Philip “did not send the eunuch who did not understand 

what he read in the prophet Isaias to an angel, nor was what he did not 

understand either explained to him by an angel or revealed to him divinely in 

his mind without human ministration” (6).  Rather Philip, a “reader” in 

Rossetti’s terms, “understood the prophet Isaias” already and therefore “was 

sent to [the eunuch] by divine suggestion, sat with him, and explained to him 

what was hidden in that Scripture in human words and discourse” (6).  

Rossetti’s entire interpretive and didactic enterprise in The Face of the Deep is built 

on this Augustinian foundation of humility and charity. 

This charity does not stop for Rossetti with the reading of Scripture, 

however; she quickly moves from the aforementioned poem on humility to the 

next phrase of Revelation 1:3, writing that “[i]t suffices not to read or to hear the 

words of this prophecy, except we also ‘keep those things which are written 

therein’” (12).  Thus, while prayerful humility is a prerequisite of Scriptural 

exegesis, the effect the Scriptures have on one’s experiences and actions are of 

paramount concern to Rossetti.  The way one “keeps those things” written in 

Scripture, Rossetti believes, is dependent on how clear the words of Scripture 
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are.  If Scripture issues a clear commandment, then the Christian is bound to 

“obedience” (12) of that commandment; but “mysteries” in Scripture are to be 

kept “by thoughtful reception” (12).  This distinction will prove crucial as we 

later examine the operation of Tractarian Reserve in The Face of the Deep, but it 

also demonstrates that, for Rossetti, the humility and charity involved in the 

reading of Scripture extend not only to obedience of its commands but also to 

the reception of its obscurities.  Even if one cannot intellectually understand the 

“mysteries” of Scripture, therefore, Rossetti believes that one should still 

“receive” such words because of God’s authority.  Rossetti’s model for this 

reception of divine mysteries is “blessed Mary, herself a marvel, [who] kept 

mysterious intimations vouchsafed to her, and pondered them in her heart” (12).  

Here, Mary’s response of “simple obedience” to God is treasured by Rossetti: 

“‘Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to thy word” (13).   

In her emphasis on obedience and reception as essential to Scriptural 

study, Rossetti reiterates the medieval attitude toward Scripture rehearsed by 

Henri de Lubac in his magisterial study Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of 

Scripture.  Here, de Lubac notes that a shift in attitudes toward Scripture 

occurred during the twelfth century, a shift from humility before the Scriptures 

to a critical engagement with them using a rigorous logical approach that at 

times could become fanciful.  Concerning this new trend in Scriptural exegesis, 

de Lubac notes that the new “‘dialecticians’ set about changing the order of 

essential factors.  For them ‘the study of reading’ comes decidedly before 

‘humility of heart,’ and in their eyes the authority of the sacred text seems to 

give way to a human system of judgment” (62).  In contrast to this novelty stood 

the older “spirit of Augustinianism” (61) that saw Scriptural study as “a search 
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conducted in prayer” (61); this, rather than the probing method of the 

dialectician, is the spirit that Rossetti wholeheartedly embraced in her exegetical 

method.  The exegesis of Scripture in the Augustinian and medieval tradition is 

seen as a lived act of worship, bathed in prayer, which issues forth in obedience 

of Scriptural dictates. 

David Lyle Jeffrey’s study of Christians and literary culture, People of the 

Book, sheds further light on this spirit of interpretation that always seeks to 

integrate Scripture with the lived obedience of the Christian.  His comments 

concerning the interpretive relationship of the Old Testament and the New 

Testament in early Christian exegesis demonstrate the foundational assumptions 

behind what he calls the “imitatio Christi” trope.  He points out that the apostle 

Paul saw that the Old Testament prophecies were not only fulfilled in Christ, but 

indeed that Christ himself was, by virtue of his sinless life, the ideal interpretation 

of the Old Testament law.  And by extension of their participation in the life of 

Christ, Christians themselves also become living interpretations of Scripture.  

Jeffrey notes that one such text,  

[t]he ‘Suffering Servant’ of Isaiah (53), a prophetical poem seen by 
the early church as fulfilled and made historically concrete in the 
New Testament life of Jesus . . . is by the Christian’s ‘life in the 
Spirit’ also rendered imitatio Christi, a full pattern for authentic life 
for those who follow Jesus at any time. (68) 
 

Thus the “correct” interpretation of such a passage of Scripture is only obtained 

when one lives his or her life in comportment with it.  As Jeffrey writes: 

For Paul and the early church, however, the better text is the life of 
Jesus, and the only time this text can be “read” and handed on is 
when, through death to the obtrusive self, the imprint of Jesus 
becomes legible in the “mortal flesh,” the “earthen vessel” (KJV), of 
an ordinary life.  Ironically, the most necessary “text” is thus the 
most vulnerable; yet imitatio Christi becomes hereafter the only 
mode of authentic “reading” for Christian People of the Book. (70) 
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Rossetti quite consciously follows, and exhorts her readers to follow, the 

imitatio Christi.  Her commentary on Revelation 2:26 is perhaps the most 

straightforward example of this trope in all of The Face of the Deep.  In 

commenting on the verse, which states that Christ will give power to “h[im] that 

overcometh, and keepeth My works unto the end” (82), her primary concern is 

with these “works,” of their character and of the obligation of Christians to 

“keep” them.  Thus, her comments become not an academic exercise in 

speculation concerning the precise manner of these “works,” but rather an 

uncomplicated exhortation to the reader to imitate Christ: “We are constantly to 

imitate . . .  [and] reproduce His blessed works.  Because He prayed, we must 

pray.  Because He went about doing good, we must do good.  Because His meat 

was to do the will of Him that sent Him, so must ours be” (82).  For Rossetti, this 

imitation of Christ is indeed the most authentic interpretation of Scripture that 

there can be.  Ultimately, her “[s]tudy of the Apocalypse,” when conducted in 

humility and charity, “should promote holy fear, unflinching obedience, patient 

progress and patient waiting, unhesitating trust, conformity to the Perfect Will” 

(266). 

Rossetti’s Exhortative Voice and Homiletic Style 

 Rossetti’s commentary issues itself in a unique style that is well-suited for 

the above concerns, just as the style of the monastic writers reflected a conscious 

effort to replicate in the text certain features of their common life and their 

ministry.  Their primary rhetorical purpose was to “incite to the practice of 

virtue and promote praise of God” (Leclercq 158) as well as to “instruct, exhort, 

and . . . to please” (Leclercq 174) their audience.  In this way, many of their 

writings, even their scriptural commentaries, are filled with passion and emotion 
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as they contemplate the possible effects their words will have on their audience.  

As Leclercq notes of Bernard, his style influenced his content and vice versa, 

since “his message, though addressed to all, still retains its personal quality.  He 

is a man with a human heart who thinks, prays, suffers, and yearns, and who 

wants to tell all men how they too should love God” (175).  Bernard’s style is 

thus not merely reflective of his ministry to his fellow monks, but of his ministry 

to all Christians.  

But Rossetti, of course, had no such formal parochial “ministry.”  She did 

serve “fallen women,” i.e. prostitutes, at Highgate Penitentiary for a time, 

however, assisting in what we might now term a “vocational” educational 

program to help these women earn their living in a more honorable way.  But 

women were prohibited from serving in most ministerial roles in the Church of 

England at that time.  And even though her sister Maria joined the first Anglican 

sisterhood in England since the Reformation, Christina herself, as biographer Jan 

Marsh points out, “was not drawn to follow Maria’s example” (413).  It is 

Marsh’s conjecture that one of the inspirations for Rossetti’s devotional prose is 

her more hermetic style of service; “hermits and writers, of course, have a good 

deal in common, in their solitary lifestyles and—in Christina’s case—devotional 

habits” (413).  These are not merely private devotions, of course, since Rossetti 

published them.  Thus, must she have had another rhetorical purpose in mind, 

not merely the recollection of her own private thoughts concerning the biblical 

book of the Apocalypse. 

Without entering the controversy over Rossetti’s alleged attempt to 

subvert the so-called patriarchy in publishing her devotional writings, it is 

nevertheless important to note the pastoral purpose with which she presented 
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them to the public.  Marsh observes that “by not only compiling but also 

publishing her devotions, Christina was tacitly laying claim—in all due 

humility—to a genre traditionally the preserve of the priesthood,” that is, 

“homiletic literature” (416).  In these works, Marsh believes that “the poetess 

Christina Rossetti was here presenting herself publicly as a religious guide” 

(416).  Rossetti herself makes this tacit assumption more explicit in the prefatory 

note to The Face of the Deep, in which she writes that “if any deign to seek 

Patience in my company, I pray them to remember that One high above me in 

the Kingdom of Heaven heads our pilgrim caravan” (7).  Thus, even though God 

is the one who leads both writer and reader along, Rossetti herself, by virtue of 

her writing and publishing of the text, is the guide who gives encouragement 

and exhortation to her fellow pilgrims along the way.  And Rossetti, like 

Bernard, “thinks, prays, suffers, and yearns” (Leclercq 175) in her homiletic 

commentary as she stirs up both the affections of herself and her audience. 

The fact that Rossetti endeavored in The Face of the Deep to establish such 

an emotional and personal connection with her audience, with indeed a view to 

their spiritual well-being, helps to justify the personal and oratorical style with 

which she engages her audience.  If these are indeed homiletic exhortations, then 

what Leclercq writes of Bernard can equally be applied to Rossetti: 

When he writes—for he is essentially a writer and in this sense a 
man of letters—he always writes for someone, he is always addressing 
someone, and it is just as if he were speaking . . . He needs to express 
himself in order to find an outlet for his inner fervor, he has to 
communicate his love.  (174-75, my emphasis) 
 

Rossetti’s love for her readers, which most often demonstrates itself in her 

concern for their spiritual well-being, manifests itself in ways typical of pastoral 

theology, “a branch of practical theology” that reflects and acts on “the care of 
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souls” (Catholic Encyclopedia).  Rossetti’s care for the souls of her audience has a 

direct correlation to the style that she adopts.  There are three primary ways in 

which her approach in this commentary demonstrates pastoral care and concern: 

catechesis, exhortation, and a literary-associational style. 

 
Catechesis   
 

Rossetti’s father was a nominal and somewhat lapsed Catholic, but her 

mother was a devout Anglican and made sure that Christina was catechized 

(Marsh 14).  The catechetical process was rigorous, preparing the catechumen for 

confirmation by the bishop; it was seen by the Anglo-Catholic movement in 

particular as an important facet of pastoral care.5  Thus, in the inclusion of 

various “catechisms” in her commentary, Rossetti shows a genuine concern for 

the care of souls as she seeks to draw in readers in with her more personal style.  

Furthermore, these catechisms demonstrate Rossetti’s intent not only to spur her 

readers to some sort of practical action, but also to allow the audience actively to 

participate in such Christian practices as catechism alongside their “fellow 

pilgrim” Christina Rossetti. 

One such catechism is found within the first pages of The Face of the Deep.  

Rossetti asks, 

Wherefore are we God’s creatures?  To the end that He may do us 
good.  Wherefore are we Christ’s servants?  To the end that He 
may save us.  And how helped He His fallen creatures?  By taking 
their damage upon Himself.  And how took He in hand to save His 
servants?  By sacrificing Himself for them.  Did He at all need us as 
servants?  Nay, but we needed Him. (9) 
 

Such is not an official catechism of the Roman Catholic or the Anglican Church, 

but one composed by Rossetti herself and placed at the beginning of the text for 

a very definite purpose.  It demonstrates that the readers for whom Rossetti 
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intends this commentary are explicitly Christian; indeed, they are Christian to 

the extent that they recognize and appropriate the orthodox theology in this 

catechism.  Here, weighty doctrines are compressed into pithy questions and 

answers, such as the essentially loving orientation of God toward his creation, 

the necessity of salvation through Christ, the substitutionary atonement, and the 

self-sufficiency of God. 

Another catechetical passage appears in Rossetti’s commentary on 

Revelation 3:10: “Because thou hast kept the word of My patience, I also will 

keep thee from the hour of temptation, which shall come upon the world, to try 

them that dwell upon the earth” (115).  Often in her commentary, Rossetti seeks 

to protect and comfort herself and her readers concerning some of the more 

fearsome judgments of the Apocalypse, and here she uses a mini-catechism to do 

so.  One can imagine the dialogue of this catechism as taking place between a 

fearful child and a protective and faithful parent: 

Will the trial last for ever?—No, for some period which an hour 
represents.  “Couldest not thou watch one hour?” 
Will it overwhelm us?—No, for the promise is unto us and to our 
children: “God is faithful, Who will not suffer you to be tempted 
above that ye are able; but will with the temptation also make a 
way to escape, that ye may be able to bear it.” 
When will it befall us?—“Of that day and hour knoweth no man  
. . . Watch therefore.” 

  We fear.  “He that feareth God shall come forth of them all.” 
We hope. “It is good that a man should both hope and quietly wait 
for the salvation of the Lord.” (120) 
 

Here, Rossetti uses both her own judgment as well as other Scriptures in 

responding to the questions.  She comforts herself and her reader in the first 

instance by noting that this trial, though difficult, is only for a symbolic “hour” 

and links it to the hour that Christ asked his disciples to wait with him in the 

Garden of Gethsemenae (Matt. 26:40).  In the second question, Rossetti utilizes I 
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Corinthians 10:13 to note that God always gives Christians the ability to 

overcome any kind of trial.  Further, she hesitates to set a specific hour for such a 

trial but knows that the main Scriptural admonition in the face of such warnings 

is to “watch.”  Finally, Rossetti ceases questioning in order to reveal Scripture’s 

authority to quash the anxiety she and her readers have over such a passage. 

 One last comment on catechesis and its relationship to textual exegesis 

comes with Rossetti’s notes on Revelation 7:13, where St. John writes, “And one 

of the elders answered, saying unto me, What are these which are arrayed in 

white robes?  and whence came they?”  Here, as Rossetti writes, the catechesis is 

contained within the text itself, not within her commentary on the text.  She thus 

calls this “a celestial model of catechetical instruction,” one in which “the 

question [is] propounded for the sake of the learner, not apparently of the asker” 

(233).  Implicitly through her commentary on this passage, we see that Rossetti 

believes her own catechesis to be valuable for both herself and for her readers.  

Ultimately, the question of “whence came they?” provides Rossetti with 

the occasion for instruction on the social quality of the Kingdom of God, since 

the question best illustrates for her the differences between an earthly 

perspective that stresses class and division on the one hand, and a heavenly 

perspective in which all are radically equal, on the other.  “In this world,” she 

writes, “such questions might mean: Are they common folk or gentry? learned 

or illiterate? vulgar or refined? in or out of society? worth or not worth 

knowing?” (234).  One can imagine Rossetti thinking of some of her 

contemporaries snobbishly whispering about the latest scandal of polite society 

or harshly excluding those of the lower classes from their conversation.  But, in 

the tradition of the Magnificat, this catechesis from St. John’s angel teaches St. 
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John, Rossetti, and her audience that all will be reversed in the Kingdom of God, 

that “[t]he grave will set us at a different view-point.  There our shallow earthly 

question will receive its answer out of all mysteries and all knowledge” (Face 

234).   

But the crucial sentence for our understanding of the way in which 

Rossetti’s exegesis always tends toward practice comes next, as she asks, “if this 

be seemly and inevitable to-morrow, why not rectify and elevate our standard 

(my standard) to-day?” (234).  Several important insights can be gleaned from 

this passage.  Rossetti does not end her commentary on this verse with the 

theoretical future understanding of the Kingdom of God but seeks through a 

practical exhortation to bring the Kingdom into the present.  Furthermore, the 

parenthetical “my standard” demonstrates that, although her purpose is to incite 

her readers to action, to help them understand that they can begin to live the 

Kingdom of God in their present existence on earth, Rossetti is primarily 

concerned with her own conduct.  This is not to say that she is selfishly focusing 

inward, but instead to note that she believes the “preacher,” the one who exhorts 

others to right conduct, must first comport him or herself according to that 

conduct.  The very last epithet Rossetti wishes to bring upon herself is that of 

“hypocrite.”  

 
Exhortation 
   

Rossetti’s rhetorical tone has many facets throughout the commentary—

humble, inquisitive, prayerful—but one of the most important is the exhortative 

voice she exhibits, reinforcing the idea that one of her—perhaps even her 

central—rhetorical goals is to incite her readers to action, to effect change in their 
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own lives.  These passages of direct exhortation take on, despite Rossetti’s 

continual protestations to the contrary, an air of authority, and indeed their 

rhythmic cadences sound much like the evangelical preachers of her day.  One 

such passage comes with Rossetti’s gloss of Revelation 2:25, “But that which ye 

have already hold fast till I come”:   

The Cross we have shouldered we must not lay down.  The burnt 
sacrifice we have become we must continue to be though offered 
on a slow fire.  Nor dare we say, It is finished, until Christ Himself 
say concerning us, It is finished; for He has pronounced: “No man, 
having put his hand to the plough, and looking back, is fit for the 
kingdom of God.”   
Such is our lot.  Without our own will we were born to inherit it, 
without our own will we (most of us) were baptized into it: no will 
of ours can undo what is done. 

  All this, first and last, has befallen us by the Will of God. 
And because by His Will, therefore it becomes possible for us to 
endure it, to profit by it, even by wonder-working grace to rejoice 
and be glad in it.  Once let our will be conformed unto the Divine 
Will, and powers and pleasures shall be added unto us.  
Even so, Lord God, conform our will to Thy Will, for our blessed 
self-sacrificing Saviour’s sake.  Amen. (81) 

 
In this striking prose passage, Rossetti the poet unmistakably shines through, as 

she employs oratorical devices pleasing to the ear such as parallel structures and 

alliteration to further emphasize the importance of her exhortation.  The first 

paragraph employs parallelism (“the cross we have” . . . “the burnt sacrifice we 

have” . . .)  Nor can Rossetti the poet resist the temptation to alliteration in the 

closing prayer (“self-sacrificing Saviour’s sake”).  But structurally the passage is 

notable, as well.  The first paragraph speaks of the remarkable demands laid 

upon the Christian, demands of violent self-sacrifice such as taking up one’s 

cross and being consumed as a sacrifice on a “slow fire.”  The second and third 

paragraphs, almost unfeelingly so, remind Rossetti and her readers of the 

inevitability of such a dire situation, of the relative weakness of the human will 
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when compared to the Divine Will.  But the shift comes in the fourth paragraph, 

in which Rossetti reminds her readers that it is possible to take joy in such a 

situation because it comes from God.  Thus, she begins the passage by pointing 

out the seemingly unbridgeable gap between the human will, which naturally 

quails at shouldering its own cross and being consumed as a human sacrifice, 

and the Divine Will, which actually makes such sacrifices not only possible, but 

joyful.  After all, it is the “self-sacrificing Saviour” who invests human suffering 

with meaning and purpose.   

In essence, the passage is carefully and attentively written for a very 

specific rhetorical purpose and with a specific rhetorical attitude toward the text.  

The purpose is obviously to convey to fellow believers the Gospel message of 

hope—that Christ calls us to suffer, but takes on our suffering himself.  And that 

message is “our lot,” the present reality that believers face.  Indeed, it is the 

essence of the Christian experience—and, Rossetti might contend, the human 

experience.  In these mini-sermons scattered throughout The Face of the Deep, 

Rossetti is never content to leave her reader with mere theoretical assumptions, 

for her primary exegetical mode is always experiential: how does the text affect 

human experience?  How can Rossetti the author and her readers better live 

their lives according to the dictates of Scripture generally and this “book of 

awful import” specifically?   

In her comments on Revelation 22:2, “And I John saw the holy city, new 

Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned 

for her husband,” Rossetti again calls herself and her readers in a direct way to 

submit to the authority of the text and to live their lives in accordance with that 

authority.  This is another passage with a direct homiletic tone and yet a graceful 
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and poetic oratorical rhythm.   Rossetti writes several paragraphs concerning the 

nature and beauty of the “New Jerusalem,” which in her interpretation is really 

the Church.  She then exhorts her readers to “Behold her! yea, also, and behold 

thyself, O thou called to be a saint” (481).  Again, therefore, we see the turn from 

contemplation of the text, of its meaning and interpretation, of that which is 

outside the self, to the inner contemplation that, in an oratorical style, entreats 

the reader to certain actions: 

Covet earnestly gifts such as hers [the New Jerusalem, the Church], 
practise self-adornment for love of Him who loveth thee.  Reserve 
gems and pearls for immortality when thou shalt be flawless as 
they.  Adorn thyself meanwhile with flower-like graces: humility 
the violet, innocence the snowdrop, purity the lily; with sweetness 
for a honeysuckle, with penitence for a fruitful thorn.  To-day put 
on the garments of salvation prepared for thee, that to-morrow 
thou mayest be promoted to wear the garments of praise. (481-82) 
 

The emphasis here is on the kinds of transformations that will be wrought in the 

next life, but it is important to note that these transformations do not occur 

without changes in one’s current behavior, changes that Rossetti herself 

commands with parallel verbs such as “covet, practise, reserve, adorn, put on.”  

It is only through these actions—actions of obedience Rossetti believes are 

appropriate responses to the text—that one will interpret it correctly; thus is 

Rossetti’s exhortative voice necessary to the rhetorical purpose of her text. 

 
Literary-Associational Style 
  

In his discussion of monastic style and the ways in which this style 

differed from that of the scholastics, Leclercq points out the essentially literary 

orientation of monastic Scriptural commentary.  This literary orientation arose 

out of a monastic suspicion that the schoolmen were unnecessarily overweening 

in their approach to Scripture and that they sought scholarship not for the sake 
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of sanctification, of growing closer to union with God, but for the sake of 

abstract knowledge.6  According to one such monk, Philip of Harvengt, the 

atmosphere of the cloister prevented all such scholastic ambition from occurring: 

“In the cloister there is hardly any room for vanity: sanctity alone is sought for.  

There, day and night, the just man submits to the divine will, devotes himself to 

hymns, prayer, silence, tears, and reading” (Leclercq 198).  This devotion 

resulted in a more emotive style that utilized literary devices; “the monks speak 

in images and comparisons borrowed from the Bible,” while Bernard’s 

“language is consistently more literary than that of the School” (Leclercq 200-01). 

Ultimately, for Bernard and other monastics, the language of Scriptural 

commentary specifically and of theology generally is biblical language, which is 

also the language of poetry and literature.  These authors have such an intimate 

familiarity with the language of Scripture that they quite naturally turn to it; 

thus does their prose reflect their whole cast of mind, which is essentially 

Scriptural.  Almost any page from Rossetti’s commentary will reflect this same 

cast of mind, which is not logical-linear, but what we might term “literary-

associational.”  This style is ultimately an outgrowth of the rhetorical purposes 

of The Face of the Deep and the personal attitudes and beliefs that shape Rossetti.  

Indeed, it might be called a function of Rossetti’s biblical and spiritual literacy, a 

literacy that, for the monastics as well as for Rossetti, “causes them to express 

themselves spontaneously in a biblical vocabulary” (Leclercq 75) because they 

are thoroughly imbued with a knowledge of the Scriptures.  Leclercq says of the 

monastic interpreters that their “[r]eminiscences are not quotations, elements of 

phrases borrowed from another.  They are the words of the person using them; 

they belong to him.  Perhaps he is not even conscious of owing them to a source” 
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(75).  In other words, one passage of Scripture immediately recalls another, or a 

scrap of the liturgy from the day’s matins, or the Psalm from last week, or a 

personal experience from the past year; there is no conscious attribution of 

sources, since all sources have been absorbed into the consciousness of the 

monk.  This quality of spontaneous “reminiscence” is, for Leclercq, the most 

salient feature of monastic exegesis, which largely “consists in explaining one 

verse by another verse in which the same word occurs” (77).  Indeed, in contrast 

to the logical-linear mode of Scholastic commentaries, in which “each word is 

placed opposite references to all the texts in which it is used” (77), monastic 

commentaries rely on “the spontaneous play of associations, similarities, and 

comparisons,” which themselves are “sufficient for exegesis” (77). 

Rossetti’s own personal piety and devotional practices, as well as her 

extensive knowledge of Scripture, allowed her to develop a mind ripe for this 

type of literary-associational style in which one passage of Scripture recalls 

another.  A passage such as the following demonstrates the monkish 

“spontaneous play” of which Leclercq speaks: 

Seems it a small thing to minister rather than to be ministered 
unto?  Nay:  for thus did the Lord Jesus, Who likewise said, “It is 
more blessed to give than to receive.” 
“The goodly fellowship of the Prophets praise Thee.”  
Things there are which “the angels desire to look into.”   
Somewhat of the manifold Wisdom of God was not known unto 
the principalities and powers in heavenly places until the Church 
brought it to light. 
“Therefore, with Angels and Archangels, and with all the company 
of heaven, we laud and magnify Thy Glorious Name, evermore 
praising Thee.” (10-11) 

 
Here we observe a verse of Scripture, Acts 20:35, a passage from the Te 

Deum, another verse of Scripture, 1 Peter 1:12, an allusion to Ephesians 3:10, and 

a passage from the Eucharistic Prayer of the Anglican Church.  But just as 
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readers must struggle through the text of the Apocalypse because of its dense 

obscurity, so must Rossetti’s readers wrestle with her patchwork style, making a 

good faith effort to connect the associations she collates, in order better to 

understand the fertile and active nature of Rossetti’s associative method.  Here, 

the first Scripture, Acts 20:35, is obviously an attempt to give a precedent in the 

life of Christ for the principle of ministration to others.  Rossetti’s reflection on 

the life of Christ and his teaching causes her to want to praise God, and the 

words of the Te Deum are so writ into her consciousness that they are used 

spontaneously as a sentence of praise.  The particular bit of Scripture that she is 

explicating at the moment, however, is “to show unto his servants” from 

Revelation 1:1, and so she returns to thoughts concerning how God chooses to 

reveal himself to his creation.  She then notes that, according to Peter, certain 

aspects of the human experience are unavailable to celestial beings (these “things 

which the angels desire to look into”) and that she believes that the Church has 

been a conduit of the knowledge of God to humanity.  She thus concludes this 

section by uniting herself with the angels in a song of praise to God coming from 

the Eucharistic Prayer of the Anglican Church. 

In her commentary on Revelation 3:7, “And to the angel of the church in 

Philadelphia write; These things saith He that is holy, He that is true, He that 

hath the key of David, He that openeth, and no man shutteth; and shutteth, and 

no man openeth,” Rossetti employs this associational style again, utilizing 

passages from many different books of Scripture just in her opening paragraphs: 

“He that is Holy.” To His Holiness Hannah bore exultant witness: 
“There is none holy as the Lord: for there is none beside Thee, 
neither is there any Rock like our God,”—thus extolling also His 
immutability.  Which likewise are combined by the Psalmist: “He 
hath commanded His covenant for ever: holy and reverend is His 



 
38 

 

name,”—and by Isaiah: “To whom then will ye liken Me, or shall I 
be equal? saith the Holy One . . . Hast thou not known? hast thou 
not heard, that the Everlasting God, the Lord, the Creator of the 
ends of the earth, fainteth not, neither is weary?”  Habakkuk 
celebrates with His Holiness His Eternity: “Art Thou not from 
everlasting, O Lord my God, mine Holy One?” And centuries later, 
after that the kindness and love of God our Saviour toward men 
appeared, the apostolic company (see Acts iv. 23, &c.) praised God 
on this wise: “Of a truth against Thy Hold Child Jesus, Whom 
Thou hast anointed, both Herod, and Pontius Pilate with the 
Gentiles, and the people of Israel, were gathered together, for to do 
whatsoever Thy hand and Thy counsel determined before to be 
done”—because heaven and earth may pass away, but not God’s 
Word. (103-04) 
 

In this discussion of the phrase “He that is Holy,” Rossetti mines the 

associational context of each cited passage of Scripture that deals in some way 

with God’s holiness.  As she looks first to I Samuel, where Hannah “bore 

exultant witness” to the holiness of the Lord, she notes that Hannah also 

“extoll[ed]” the unchanging nature of God, his “Immutability.”  She then cites 

two other passages that link the holiness and immutability of God, one from 

Psalm 111 and one from Isaiah 40.  She then moves on to Habbakuk 1:12, which 

unifies the holiness of God with his eternity, a property that exists in tandem 

with his immutability.  She then utilizes a passage from Acts 4:27 that further 

demonstrates God’s immutability even through the shift from the Old Testament 

to the New, for here Jesus is also called “Holy” in the same manner as the Father 

is addressed in the Old Testament.  These disparate witnesses are thus utilized 

in an effort not only to show that all of Scripture is unified, pointing to the same 

truths, but also to demonstrate specifically that when St. John refers to God as 

“holy,” he has a “cloud of witnesses” (Hebrews 12:1) surrounding him who 

affirm the same awe before the divine holiness.  Thus do readers of Scripture, 
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together with Rossetti and her audience, likewise share the rich associational 

context of Scripture that can be mined from just that phrase “He that is holy.”  

 
The Web of Associations: The Fourfold Sense of Scripture 

 
In a sense, then, the story of Scripture is Rossetti’s “metanarrative”; every 

bit of Scripture, including the book of Revelation, can be linked effortlessly to the 

narrative arc that the entire Bible describes.  The web of associations existing 

among the Scriptures, however, is not purely arbitrary: some sense of hierarchy 

and order governs the relationships between Scriptures, particularly between the 

Old and New Testaments.  It is here, then, that we must turn to the early and 

medieval Church’s chief contribution to Scriptural interpretation, the fourfold 

sense of Scripture, in an effort to discover how monastic exegetes, and 

subsequently Christina Rossetti, related Scripture to Scripture. 

Medieval exegetes in general (including the monastics) typically 

interpreted Scripture either in its “literal” sense or its “spiritual” sense.  One of 

the best-known explanations of this method occurs in Thomas Aquinas’ Summa 

Theologiae.  He explains the literal sense as one in which “words signify things,” 

while the spiritual sense is one in which “things signified by words have 

themselves also a signification” (1.1.10).  In other words, the literal sense draws a 

simple one-to-one correspondence between the word and its signified, while the 

spiritual contains several types of meanings we might call “symbolic”: 

allegorical, tropological (or moral), and anagogical (or eschatological).   

This entire enterprise of uncovering the polysemeity in Scripture 

developed as the early Church struggled with the interpretation of Jewish 
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writings, such as the prophecies of Isaiah, which they now saw as fulfilled in 

Christ.  Indeed, as Jeffrey points out in People of the Book,  

what we might call the “literary theory of Jesus” involved a radical  
proposal for re-reading the entire Hebrew Scriptures.  In this 
reading, which effectively does become the theory or hermeneutic 
of St. Paul and the early church, the whole of the Hebrew 
Scriptures suddenly becomes a prolepsis, a text preliminary to 
another text, dependent for closure and full meaning upon that 
which is now to come. (60) 
 

Texts of the Hebrew Scriptures soon became “both/and” texts for the Church, 

for they did not lose their historical weight even as they were interpreted in new 

ways so as to apply them to the life of the Church.  Thus did a historical account 

such as the leading of the Hebrew slaves out of Egypt become also an allegory, a 

way in which Christians also understand their savior Christ as leading them out 

of the bondage of sin and death.  Further, the Exodus story teaches a moral 

lesson about both the consequences of sin and the forgiveness of God, even as it 

also causes the Christian continually to hope in the future deliverance of Christ 

at the last day.  All four senses are “true” even as they interpret Scripture 

according to different methods. 

Though she does not use the terms of the fourfold method, or self-

consciously call attention to her process of exegesis, Rossetti does exemplify all 

four methods in some form or fashion.  In this way, her reading of Scripture is 

more thoroughly “Catholic” and medieval in the sense that the fourfold method 

of interpretation predates the Reformation.  Indeed, as de Lubac points out in 

Medieval Exegesis, Martin Luther and subsequent Reformers held this 

interpretive method in great disdain because of its abuses and excesses.  De 

Lubac writes that “[t]his approach of dividing up the content of Scripture into 

four compartments strikes [Luther] as introducing otiose and questionable 
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divisions, which serve neither faith nor morals,” and that, “[w]ith just a few 

exceptions, all of Protestantism ended up following his lead” (9).  In the face of 

such opposition, Catholic theologians grew more certain about the importance of 

following the fourfold method.  According to de Lubac, they came to see that 

“[t]hey were upholders of something sprung from Tradition that is divine itself, 

a certain fundamentally Catholic attitude in the face of the Word of God” (9).   

John Henry Newman exhibits this anti-Reformation attitude toward the 

interpretation of Scripture in An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, 

written while Newman was undergoing the process of his conversion to Roman 

Catholicism.   He defends Catholics against the accusation that they did not 

value Scripture highly, noting that “Scripture may be said to be the medium in 

which the mind of the Church has energized and developed” (339).  

Furthermore, the “mystical”7 interpretation of Scripture was always sanctioned 

by the Church as authentic.  After all, there existed “a disinclination of [the 

Church’s] teachers to confine themselves to the mere literal interpretation of 

Scripture” (342).  As Newman points out, were it not for the mystical 

interpretation of Scripture, the doctrine of the Trinity itself would not have 

developed, since “we find this method of interpretation [mystical] to be the very 

basis of the proof of the Catholic doctrine of the Holy Trinity” (343).  Newman 

holds even greater disdain for those who rely on exclusively literal 

interpretation, since he notes that it has often led to heresy (e.g. Arianism, 

Nestorianism).  It was rather the early Christian apologists who “proved [the 

Gospel’s] divinity by means of the allegorical” (343).  Ultimately, then, for 

Newman, “the use of Scripture . . . especially its spiritual or second sense, as a 
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medium of thought and deduction, is a characteristic principle of doctrinal 

teaching in the Church” (346). 

 
Literal-Historical 
 

To what degree was Rossetti beholden to Newman in the matter of 

Scriptural interpretation?  Newman saw the mystical interpretation of Scripture 

as a Church-sanctioned way to avoid heresy and thus favored this more 

“sophisticated,” or at the least more complex, mode of interpretation.  Rossetti, 

however, has often been derided as overly “simplistic” and doggedly 

evangelical, which might lead one to believe that she interprets Scripture in a 

literal or fundamentalist way.  But it is at this point that her choice of the book of 

Revelation is crucial for understanding her approach to Scripture.  This is the 

only Scriptural commentary that Rossetti chose to undertake; of all the texts of 

Scripture available for comment, Revelation, with its complex network of 

obscure symbols, is the absolute last one that any literalist would seek to 

interpret.  Rossetti consistently avoids the kind of simplistic Adventist 

interpretations so popular in the mid- to late-nineteenth century, interpretations 

that relied heavily on a literal plotting of the events of the text along a linear 

timeline.  Instead, she utilizes allegory, tropology, and anagogy in approaching 

this complex text.   

This is not to say that Rossetti disdains the historicity of the Scriptures, 

even of the text of Revelation.  De Lubac points out that even though the 

medieval Church highlighted the mystical interpretation of Scripture, it hardly 

jettisoned historical reading.  Indeed, “it was not the ‘letter’ that bothered them, 

but the ‘mere letter,’ the ‘mere surface of the letter,’ the ‘property of the letter 
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alone,’” (51).  The medieval church saw the historicity of Scripture as “the 

threshold giving access to the interior of the Temple of God” (79), and its 

“habitual metaphor” for historical reading was history as “surface” (79).  History 

is the framework against which all Scriptural interpretation takes place; as 

Aquinas writes in the Summa Theologiae, “it is plain that nothing false can ever 

underlie the literal sense of Holy Writ” (1.1.10). 

We know from her commentary that Rossetti fully believed in the 

historicity of John’s vision.  Her commentary on Revelation 1:2, “who bare 

record . . . of all things that he saw” does not question the veracity of John’s 

record, but rather calls him “blessed . . . who once and again saw and believed” 

(11).  Throughout her text, she speaks of the events John recounts in very real 

terms as she follows the text closely.  However, the purpose of the historical 

event is always to illuminate the mystical or spiritual meaning, as in the 

previous quotations by de Lubac concerning the historical meaning as the 

“threshold” to the “Temple.”  For instance, Rossetti’s gloss of Revelation 5:5, 

“And one of the elders saith unto me,” first seeks to identify this elder in a rather 

literal, historical fashion.  Rossetti notes that this elder is “conjectured (I believe) 

by some to be St. James, own brother to St. John” (169).  But for Rossetti, this 

“historical” fact is subsidiary to the spiritual meaning of the passage, which is 

the property of sanctity that the elder exhibits: “What however we know with 

certainty of this beatified Elder is not his name, but his Christ-likeness” (169).  

Furthermore, she notes that even if more accurate historical information 

concerning the elder were available, it would not alter the central meaning of the 

passage, which is the spiritual benefit to be gained by an imitation of this elder’s 

faith.  Thus she asks,  
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Would his name avail us aught, or his previous history, or even 
light cast on the secret of his predestination to that particular 
ministry?  We may safely conclude not, since they are unrevealed  
. . . they illustrate that the one and only aspect high or low need 
desire to be known by is Christ-likeness. (169)   
 

This passage well illustrates the pattern Rossetti utilizes throughout the text as 

she quickly moves from speculation concerning literal interpretation of the 

passage to lengthier discourses on the spiritual meanings and practical lessons to 

be garnered from the text.   

 
Allegorical 
 

As we have noted, Revelation is a text that invites, indeed requires, 

allegorical interpretation.  Surely symbols such as the beast with ten horns and 

the whore of Babylon must be interpreted symbolically.  But, as de Lubac points 

out, there is a proper understanding of medieval allegory that is not mere 

symbolism.  Allegory for the medieval exegete is ultimately a way of 

interpreting Scripture in a unified manner.  All of Scripture is unified, all of 

Scripture is christocentric; so the Church must interpret the Old Testament as 

allegorically pointing to Christ.  According to de Lubac, this type of reading 

begins with Paul, who states that “the end of the law is Christ” (93).  It continues 

with figures such as St. Hilary, who writes that “the whole task that is contained 

within the sacred volumes is to announce in words . . . the coming of our Lord 

Jesus Christ” (90), and St. Augustine, who notes that “all things that we read in 

the holy Scriptures have been written prior to the Lord’s coming for no other 

end than that his coming should be confided and that the Church to come 

should be presignified” (90).  Allegory, then, concerns the integral relationship 
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between the prophecies of the Old Testament and their fulfillment in Christ and 

the Church (cf. de Lubac 95). 

Again, we find Rossetti participating in the traditional modes of medieval 

exegesis through allegory, and not only in her symbolic interpretations, but also 

in the relationship of the two Testaments.  For instance, the phrase “clothed with 

a garment down to the foot” found in Revelation 1:13 and used by John to 

describe Christ recalls for Rossetti the high priestly function of Christ.  But she 

cannot do so without also recalling Aaron, the high priest of the “Mosaic 

dispensation” (32), who is widely regarded in the Christian tradition as being 

the type of Christ.  Thus, Rossetti asks, in relation to Christ, “how was Aaron the 

first high priest clothed, and wherewith were his sacred vestments 

overclothed?” (32).  She utilizes a passage from Psalm 133 to answer the 

question; the Psalmist believes that unity is “like the precious ointment upon the 

head, that ran down upon the beard, even Aaron’s beard; that went down to the 

skirts of his garments” (32).  So, in Rossetti’s interpretation, this ointment, or 

“unction,” is “symbolic of God the Holy Spirit” (32) flowing over Aaron’s body 

and garments.  She then makes the connection between the type of Christ, 

Aaron, and Christ himself, writing that “in like manner [to Aaron] Christ’s 

Divine graces overflowing from Himself the Head, pour down upon His 

members” (32).  Thus, through allegory, Christ becomes for Rossetti, as he did 

for the Christian tradition as a whole, the fulfillment of the entire office of the 

Levitical priesthood through his perfect self-sacrifice.   

However, this integral relationship of the Old and New Testaments is 

more properly called typology, a drawing of one-to-one correspondences 

between type and antitype:  The type prefigures, is a mold for, that which is 
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prefigured, the filling of that mold. Typology is the historical aspect of allegory; 

and yet, as de Lubac notes, “history is not enough to contain the mystery,” and 

thus “Christian allegory is not contained by the historical dimension” (95).  So it 

is that allegory does not merely relate the types of the Old Testament to their 

fulfillment in the new; it also figures the Church, the Sacraments, the interior life 

of the Christian.  As Jeffrey points out, the difference between typology and 

allegory is that “[t]ypology focuses the light of Scripture forward from the Old 

Testament onto Christ; allegory typically refracts the intensified light back upon 

the Scriptures from the prospect of the experience or life of the church” (68).  

Thus while allegory can incorporate typology, allegory further opens up the 

possible range of meanings of various symbols found in the biblical text as they 

relate to the mysteries of the Christian faith. 

Thus it is allegorical interpretation that Rossetti uses when she interprets 

the symbols of Revelation.  One particularly striking example occurs in her 

commentary on Revelation 12:1, a passage replete with symbolism: “And there 

appeared a great wonder in heaven; a woman clothed with the sun, and the 

moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars.”  As Rossetti 

prepares herself and her readers to undertake the difficult symbolism of the 

passage, she offers some clues about her assumptions concerning allegorical 

interpretation.  For her, some symbols are intrinsically imbued with their 

allegorical meanings; she writes, “A rose might preach beauty and a lily purity 

to a receptive mind, although the ear had not yet heard tell of the Rose of Sharon 

and the Lily of the Valleys” (309).  The ready availability of these symbolic 

understandings aids Rossetti in the interpretation of the more obscure symbols, 

since by them she understands that “each figure appeals to our experience, even 
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when it stands for some object unprecedented or surpassing” (309).  Thus her 

first instinct when attempting to decipher the symbolism of the woman, the sun, 

the moon, and the stars is to rely on the more obvious meanings available to her.  

For Rossetti, the fact that a woman would be celestially crowned primarily 

signifies “weakness made strong and shame swallowed up in celestial glory” 

(309).  The secondary state of women will thus be rectified in heaven; “from the 

lowest place she has gone up higher” (310).  However, more important for 

Rossetti, the woman of Revelation 12 “again and eminently . . . presents an 

image of the Church” (311).  Thus, Rossetti mentions the traditional 

interpretation that the twelve stars beneath the woman are the twelve apostles 

whose example upholds the Church.   

However, Rossetti offers her own innovative allegorical interpretation of 

the passage as well.  The sun may represent “the eternal state of the Church 

Triumphant” while the changeable moon underneath the woman “memorializes 

her temporal probation while militant in this world” (311).  Furthermore, the 

twelve stars “may remind us of those twelve hours in the day during which she 

was bound to walk and work in accordance with our Lord’s own words and 

practice” (311).  Thus, it is quite important for our purposes to note that Rossetti 

moves beyond the traditional, accepted allegorical interpretation that seems to 

remain rather static, and instead chooses an interpretation eminently active, one 

that reminds her and her readers of the work that they, as the Church Militant, 

still must undertake daily for the sake of God’s Kingdom.  Even her allegorical 

interpretations remain concerned with the text’s influence on the lived 

experience of the Christian. 
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Tropological  

Even though Rossetti engages the historical and allegorical interpretive 

traditions, she continues to move, as the medieval exegetes did, toward 

tropology and anagogy in her interpretation of the Apocalypse.  If allegory notes 

the relationship of text to text, of Old Testament to New Testament and Church, 

as de Lubac points out, tropology itself is nothing other than the monastic, 

exhortative exegesis we have been speaking of at length.  It has been called the 

“moral” sense of Scripture, but it is certainly more than that:  Tropology is, in de 

Lubac’s words, “the subjective aspect” of the mystery of Scripture, “its 

intussusception, its interiorization; it appropriates it for us” (132).  Tropology is 

interior, contemplative, and thus concerned with the active moral life at work in 

the Scriptures.  It is, as Bernard writes, an interpretation lived out in the world, 

“so that what has preceded in the head may consequently also be believed to 

come about morally in its body” (135).  Thus, tropological interpretation allows a 

kind of intimacy between the text (or, more properly, the Spirit behind the text) 

and the individual reader.  Scripture interpreted tropologically becomes “our 

day-to-day guide  . . . there is not a page, not a word ‘of the Old or of the New 

Testament’ that is not the most perfectly straight ruler of human life so as to 

guide it to the heights of perfection” (141).  It teaches us precisely what things 

are to be striven for and what things are to be avoided (141).  And, perhaps most 

important for this study, tropological interpretation is deeply monastic, as de 

Lubac points out (143 ff.).   

 As with most theological trends, tropology waxed and waned throughout 

the interpretive history of the Church.  In the medieval period, and specifically 

among the monastic exegetes, it waxed.  De Lubac describes this waxing as a 
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result of the growing realization of the inherent antagonism between the sinful 

life and the Christian life.  Spiritual exegesis began to “thro[w] light on the 

‘conversio morum,’ the passage from the sinful life to the virtuous life, from the 

mediocre life to the spiritual life, or more precisely, in many cases, from the 

‘world’ to ‘religion’” (143).  Unfortunately, however, this conversion from the 

world to religion, which ostensibly is the conversion of every Christian from the 

world of sin to the world of faith, came, for many monks, to represent the 

conversion from the world outside the cloister to the world inside the cloister (de 

Lubac 143 ff.).  For some monks, tropological interpretation thus began to be 

used almost as a weapon against the world; all Scripture could be interpreted 

not only in the strictly moral sense, but in the sense of the opposition between 

world and cloister.  Problems began to surface with tropological interpretation, 

the main one being the interiorization of Scripture to the point of complete 

subjectivity.  Yet, as de Lubac notes, this trend was chiefly an aberration, since 

“the elite of these monks is always bathing in the great current of the tradition  

. . . they always bear in mind the doctrinal foundations that sustain their edifice.  

The greatest among them have a very lively awareness of the Christian mystery 

in the solidity of its structure and in the breadth of its rhythm” (151).  

 
Bathing in Tradition 
 

Bernard was such a figure who “bathed in the great current of the 

tradition” even though he found himself free to follow the Spirit’s promptings in 

interpretation.  Sometimes this freedom resulted in “novelty,” which for the 

medieval mind was an accusation not to be taken lightly:  After all, what were 

the heretics of the early church but novelizers, bringing forth new doctrines that 
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lay outside the pale of tradition?  Because Bernard allows his emotions to shine 

through his writing, “he does not properly explicate the Scripture: he applies it; 

he does not clarify it: he clarifies everything by means of it, and the human heart 

to start with” (152).   Indeed, he has a preference for tropology, for morality, for 

action, as demonstrated in this passage: “We have gone across the shadows of 

allegories, the time has come to explore moral matters; faith has been built up, 

let life be provided for; the understanding has been trained, let the action be 

rehearsed and enriched” (155).  We see here three contrasts—that of allegory to 

tropology, that of faith to life, and that of understanding to action; so that 

morality, life, and action are to be preferred in Bernard’s exegesis.  A proper 

reading of Scripture moves one through allegory to personal appropriation, 

interiorization, contemplation. 

And yet, as de Lubac notes, Bernard does not allow his subjective moral 

appropriation of Scripture to rest outside the tradition of the Church: “No more 

with Bernard than with the Fathers is tropology cut off from allegory” (153).  

That is to say, Bernard does not allow for a purely subjective interiorizing of 

Scripture (as with certain kinds of monastic tropological exegesis) but always 

relates the moral sense of Scripture to the allegorical, that is, the christocentric 

unity that holds together both Scripture and the Christian life.  He is never 

purely subjective; “his interiorizing contemplation is never, not even in 

appearance, individualistic” (153).  Indeed, as de Lubac demonstrates, Bernard 

follows in the traditions of Gregory and Origen, Ambrose and Jerome, and 

Augustine.  Ultimately, Bernard is not a “mystic” in the post-twelfth century 

sense of the word, but always a “mystical theologian,” since “[e]xegesis and 

mysticism in Saint Bernard remain interwoven” (162).  If Bernard’s exegesis “is 
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the exegesis of a mystic, it is no less true that, more essentially, by its very 

nature, his mysticism is the mysticism of an exegete” (162).   

Is the same true of Rossetti?  Is she more properly an individualist, a 

“mystic” in the ecstatic tradition of Julian of Norwich, Margery Kempe, and 

Teresa of Avila?  Or is she a “mystical theologian,” guiding her analogical and 

tropological exegesis toward the actions of the individual soul while resting 

firmly in the tradition of the Church?  Rossetti’s continual deference to authority 

throughout The Face of the Deep would surely place her in the latter category.  

Her enthusiasm at her own appropriation of the Scriptures is always subsumed 

to those more learned than she.  Phrases such as “I write under correction” (125), 

“I repudiate my own thoughts if erroneous” (125), “This remark is made under 

correction” (148), “if I dare so think” (178), and “if lawfully I may” (178) are 

interspersed throughout the text.  Furthermore, Rossetti relates her remarks not 

only to herself, but to her readers, as previously noted in the remarks on her 

homiletic voice.  She interiorizes Scripture for the purpose of contemplation as 

well as public exhortation, both of which take place within the sacramental and 

liturgical life of the Church.   

Rossetti’s exegesis belongs to a theology that is always in the service of 

the Church.  She often refers fondly and submissively to “Mother Church” (328, 

353, 457), which for her was “the beloved Anglican church of [her] Baptism: a 

living branch of that one Holy Catholic Apostolic Church which is 

authoritatively commended and endeared to every Christian by the Word of 

God” (540).  Furthermore, she longs for her interpretations of Scripture to be in 

accordance with the Church’s teaching, even as her stylistic modes rely heavily 

on liturgical texts.  When commenting on the great war in heaven between 
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Michael and Satan found in Revelation 12, Rossetti contemplates the reality and 

existence of evil, first according to her own interpretation, which finds no 

intellectual difficulty in the casting out of Satan: “I speak only so far as my own 

present powers of apprehension are concerned:—the mystery inherent in evil is 

its existence; not, assuming that existence, its punishment” (319).  She goes on to 

explore this mystery of evil’s existence, noting that a kind of “absolute darkness 

engulfs” her when she “attempt[s] to realize the origin of evil” (319).  Yet, she 

relies on the interpretive tradition of the Church to illuminate this darkness: 

“The authoritative voice of Holy Church expounding Holy Scripture certifies 

evil to be positive, not merely negative” (319).  It is important to note here that 

Rossetti does not obliquely refer to “tradition” as the source and grounding of 

her interpretations, but has a very orthodox respect for an authority that for her 

approaches the Roman magisterium, the “authoritative voice of Holy Church.”  

When she is tempted to disagree with Holy Church, she understands her own 

experience to confirm its teaching, writing that “if ever I tend to question this, let 

me look within and consider envy . . . envy, surely, is positive evil” (319).  In her 

exposition of this passage, therefore, her own experience comes first, her “own 

present powers of apprehension.”  They are then subsumed to the authoritative 

voice of the Church, which her experience confirms.  So her personal experience 

and the community of saints, the tradition of the Church, work in tandem in this 

passage to present an interpretation both personal and communal.   

Another manifestation of this integration of personal interpretation and 

community can be seen in Rossetti’s reliance on the Sacraments of the Church.  

She demonstrates throughout The Face of the Deep an understanding of the 

Sacrament of the Eucharist as necessary for spiritual sustenance for both herself 
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and her readers.  She believes that Christians partake in heavenly mysteries 

through the Eucharist, because “Christ is our Tree of Life, whereof even now we 

eat and drink in the Sacrament of His most Blessed Body and Blood” (57).  In 

this simple phrase, all three “mystical” senses of Scripture are united: by 

allegory, Christ is linked to the Tree of Life of Genesis; by tropology, the reader 

is exhorted to participate in the action of the Eucharist suggested by the text; and 

by anagogy, the reader looks to the eschatological fulfillment of the Kingdom, 

since the passage refers to Revelation 2:7, in which the promise is made that “to 

him that overcometh will I give to eat of the tree of life, which is in the midst of 

the paradise of God.”  Thus all the senses of Scripture can be united in the 

central tradition of the Church, the celebration of the Eucharist; and thus Rossetti 

performs her exegesis always with an eye to her participation in Church 

tradition, not her subversion of it or her wild speculation outside of it.   

Rossetti’s commentary on Revelation 2:26-27 demonstrates the same 

unification of tropology and tradition.  As she explores the meaning of the text, 

which states that Christ will “give power over the nations” to those who “keep 

Christ’s works unto the end,” she notes that there are “two branches of duty” 

involved in doing so.  The first is tropological; she notes that moral duties such 

as prayer, “doing good,” and doing God’s will are possible interpretations of 

what it means to “keep Christ’s works.”  The second “branch” has much more to 

do with the Sacraments of the Church.  Rossetti writes that “we must hold fast  

. . . [to] the purifying grace of Baptism, the maturing grace of Confirmation, the 

sustaining grace of Holy Communion” (83):  These Sacraments are the means by 

which Christians “hold fast” the works of Christ, the source of the strength by 

which one prays, does good, and obeys God’s will.  Ultimately, Rossetti’s 
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mystical interpretations refer steadily either to other Scriptures or to practices 

fully sanctioned by the Church and its Tradition.   

At this point, we have not yet examined the fourth and highest sense of 

Scripture, the anagogical sense, which is primarily concerned with the 

eschatological fulfillment of the kingdom of God.  This sense will be treated in a 

chapter unto itself, however, since the eschata, the “last things” of heaven, hell, 

death, and judgment, formed such a large part of Rossetti’s religious, existential, 

and poetic consciousness. 

Conclusion 
 

At the outset of this chapter we noted that Rossetti’s pre-critical 

commentary seems to stand in opposition to the trends in biblical exegesis that 

were rising in popularity during her life.  This is not to say that Rossetti was any 

sort of fundamentalist reactionary.  For example, she had no quarrel with 

modern science, seeing little difficulty in reconciling the scientific discoveries of 

the nineteenth century with her staunch faith in the authenticity of biblical 

narrative (cf. Packer 331 ff.).  Indeed, the pre-critical medieval method of 

fourfold exegesis was at its very root a way of discovering the polysemeity latent 

in the Scriptures.  Thus should it come as no surprise that Rossetti herself would 

be able to read the Scriptures in a “layered” way that showed the Bible to be a 

very traditional document and yet one ageless in its ability to be adapted to the 

discoveries of subsequent years. 

Rossetti’s contribution to biblical exegesis, it follows, should not be lightly 

dismissed, as it has in previous scholarship, but rather should be examined in 

light of the Augustinian and medieval traditions of biblical exegesis as well as 

the controversies of her own time.  Indeed, recent scholars of biblical 
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hermeneutics, while recognizing the necessity of careful attention to the 

linguistic, sociological, semiotic, and literary contexts of the Bible, have 

nevertheless demonstrated the inadequacy of approaches to Scripture that rely 

exclusively on positivistic scientific exegesis.  As Marcellino D’Ambrosio writes, 

a figure such as de Lubac sees “historical criticism, as a positive science,” to be 

“completely unable to render an exhaustive account of the dramatic personalism 

and deep interior life we find throughout the Bible” (377).  Thus de Lubac and 

others of the Ressourcement movement recognize that while, in the words of the 

1993 Pontifical Biblical Commission, “it is quite impossible to return to a pre-

critical level of interpretation” (Houlden 8) nonetheless the value of those pre-

critical methods needs to be reasserted in every generation.  As D’Ambrosio 

concludes, 

During the last three decades, a broad movement has emerged in 
the sciences and humanities which has been characterized by the 
desire to move beyond the predominantly detached, critical, and 
analytical approach to reality that emerged in the Enlightenment to 
a more personal, synthetic, and holistic stance in the face of the 
world and its mysteries . . . Its serious limitations thus recognized, 
historical criticism is dethroned by post-critical hermeneutics and 
made to serve a much broader interpretive process in which 
tradition and personal application each occupy an important place.  
(387)  
 

Rossetti’s own contribution to biblical exegesis, The Face of the Deep, should 

therefore be recognized as a work “in which tradition and personal application 

each occupy an important place,” in which the exegetical presuppositions of 

Augustine and the medieval monks are utilized in a commentary that offers 

focused exhortation and exposition to its readers.   
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Notes 
 
 

1For this reason, this age is often labeled “pre-critical” in contrast to the 
age of hermeneutics inaugurated by Schleiermacher. 
 

2See Appendix B for an extended passage from The Face of the Deep that 
illustrates the features of the text discussed here. 
 

3See Harrison, pp. 96-101, for evidence of Rossetti’s attraction to 
Augustine and Thomas à Kempis.  Harrison points his readers to Christina’s 
brother, William Michael Rossetti, who commented that Christina primarily 
studied “the Bible, of which her knowledge was truly minute and ready, 
supplemented by the Confessions of Augustine and The Imitation of Christ” [qtd. 
in Harrison, 209 (n.18)]. 
 

4“Ressourcement” is a French term used to describe a school of 
theologians operating in the mid-twentieth century who believed that the 
greatest hope for the renewal of the Catholic Church lay in the rediscovery of the 
riches of Catholic Tradition.  Thus these theologians produced scholarship that 
brought new translations and interpretations of patristic and medieval writers to 
the forefront of contemporary theological thought.  Jean Leclercq, Henri de 
Lubac, Yves Congar, Jean Danielou, and Louis Boyer are commonly thought of 
as the primary figures of the movement, which was influential in the shaping of 
the watershed Second Vatican Council. 
 

5See Gunter Biemer’s essay “Newman’s Catechesis in a Pluralistic Age” in 
Personality and Belief: Interdisciplinary Essays on John Henry Newman (Lanham, 
MD: University Press of American, 1994). 
 

6See Maurice de Wulf’s History of Mediaeval Philosophy, II.I.365.  De Wulf 
finds that the “abuses of the scholastic philosophers were fostered by the 
gradual spread of an altogether excessive attention to dialectic.”  He further 
contends that the study of logic usurped its rightful place as a “preparation for 
the study of physics, metaphysics, and ethics” toward the end of the thirteenth 
century.  His primarily example for this tendency to privilege logic over all else 
is the Summulae of Petrus Hispanus, which he finds to be “superficial and long-
winded” and “worthy of sophists rather than philosophers.”  Likewise, in his 
introduction to Luther’s “Disputation against Scholastic Theology,” James 
Atkinson notes that late scholastic theology posed “questions leading nowhere 
but fizzling out in trivialities and absurdities, into contentiousness and futile 
curiosity” (262).  The late schoolmens’ “interest seemed to lie in a barren logic.  
They loved arguing the absurd, and the common man knew that they were 
getting nowhere” (262). 
 

7“Mystical” interpretation simply refers to the three senses of Scripture 
that are not literal, i.e. allegorical, tropological, and anagogical.
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

The Theology of Patience in The Face of the Deep 
 
 

Here is the patience of the saints: here are they that keep the commandments of God,  
and the faith of Jesus. 

—Revelation 14:12 
 

And not only that, but we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces patience, 
and patience produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, 
because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given 

to us. 
—Romans 5:3-5 

 
It is in order to reach God that one must love, desire, and wish for death, which does not 

eliminate the suffering or fear of death.  It must be accepted, consented to, at the hour when God 
sends it, as the means for being united to Him. 

—Jean Leclercq 
 

The Fourth Sense: Anagogy and Eschatology 

 Henri de Lubac begins his discussion of the fourth sense of Scripture by 

noting that the salvation history as laid out in Scripture and attested to by 

tradition has as its object the fulfillment of God’s kingdom in the last day.   Since 

Christian exegetes recognized three advents of Christ in the Scriptures, three 

mystical senses of Scripture were required (cf. de Lubac 179).  The first advent of 

Christ’s incarnation “performs the work of redemption, which is pursued in the 

Church and in her sacraments” (179); this advent corresponds to the allegorical 

sense.  The second advent is “entirely interior,” consisting of Christ’s presence 

“within the soul of each of the faithful,” and thus corresponds to the tropological 

sense.  But “the third and last advent is saved up for ‘the end of the age,’ when 

Christ will appear in his glory and will come to look for his own to take them 

away with him” (179).  The sense corresponding to this third (and last) Advent, 

which “leads the thought of the exegete ‘upwards’” (180), is the anagogical 
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sense.  De Lubac calls the “doctrinal formulation” (181) of this final sense 

“eschatology,” which in its most etymological sense is the study of the eschata, 

the last four things:  death, judgment, heaven, and hell. 

All of Christina Rossetti’s work in The Face of the Deep is thus anagogical, 

since the text it explicates is, out of all biblical texts, the most central locus of 

images dealing with the eschata and the life to come.  Furthermore, as de Lubac 

points out, the anagogical sense is not a novel fourth sense in addition to the other 

senses of Scripture, but rather their ultimate fulfillment; in anagogy, “the whole of 

the Christian mystery . . . is expressed, advancing forthwith to its term” (186).  

There is more than just a mere correspondence connecting the three mystical 

senses of Scripture, since “the moral sense and the anagogic sense are in 

continuity with each other; the object they aim at is of the same structure” (187).  

Indeed, “anagogy realizes the perfection both of allegory and of tropology, 

achieving their synthesis” (187); after all, it is the same Christ who comes in each 

of the three successive Advents, even if he comes in differing ways.  Anagogy is 

always already eschatological; it “stirs up the desire for eternity in us” (198). 

As Christina Rossetti utilizes allegorical and tropological interpretation, 

she continually moves the reader through these realities toward the things to 

come and thus engages in anagogical interpretation.  But it is also important to 

note that, like any other Scriptural exegete, she cannot ultimately grasp the 

fullness of the anagogical sense, since, as de Lubac notes, “the fully concrete 

analogy, total anagogy, is reserved for the ‘fatherland.’  Mystical contemplation 

is not yet vision” (192).  Anagogy “always leaves something to look for and 

always with greater fervor, because it still does not uncover the Face of God” 

(193).   
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Rossetti writes in the “Prefatory Note” that she will “seek and hope to 

find Patience” (7) in Revelation:  This search for patience is the central, 

governing trope of The Face of the Deep.  It is also an exercise in anagogical 

interpretation, since the anagogical sense is best expressed by this metaphor of 

seeking, searching for, reaching out, and striving after that which is, but which is 

also to come.  Therefore, anagogical interpretation is inherently tension-filled 

and dynamic as it strives toward an understanding of the full realization of 

God’s kingdom at the last day, even as it contemplates the interim between that 

future (or “other”) kingdom and the present earthly reality of Christian and 

Church.  Ultimately, anagogical interpretation expresses the contrast between 

the Church Militant and the Church Triumphant, between patience and 

fulfillment, between Time and Eternity—all of which are consistently recurring 

themes in The Face of the Deep.   

I will begin this exploration of Rossetti’s anagogical interpretation by 

noting the character of Augustine’s, Boethius’, and Anselm’s views of time and 

eternity, since they form the theoretical underpinnings of Rossetti’s search for 

patience.  By way of contrast, I will then turn to Rossetti’s earlier poetry, which 

noticeably differs from The Face of the Deep in its lack of patience with God.  Since 

the search for patience presupposes an event to be waited for, I will note the 

ways in which Rossetti’s work follows a general pattern throughout Christian 

theology in seeking to account for the delay of the parousia, i.e. Christ’s return to 

the earth.  Lastly, I will consider the nature of several manifestations of 

apocalyptic patience in the poetry and prose of The Face of the Deep. 
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Time and Eternity in Augustine, Boethius, and Anselm 
 

 The relationship between the time that humans live through and the 

eternity that God inhabits is an essential foundation of the theology of patience; 

as we shall see, one of Rossetti’s primary ways of explaining the delay of the 

parousia is by referring to the vastly different temporal frameworks of humanity 

and of God.  Furthermore, to trust the divine ordering of all things is to trust in 

God’s eternal perspective that governs all for the good of humanity.  Three 

classical Christian thinkers, Augustine, Boethius, and Anselm, all formulate 

theories concerning the relationship of God’s eternality to human time with the 

specific purpose of demonstrating God’s overarching goodness and love toward 

humanity as well as the positive responses humans can contribute to the divine 

ordering of all things. 

 
Augustine  
 

Augustine begins book XI of the Confessions with several questions that 

illustrate the difficulties that Christianity encountered early in its history 

concerning the relationship of time and eternity.  He asks God, “since you are 

outside time in eternity, are you unaware of the things I tell you?  Or do you see 

in time the things that occur in it?  If you see them, why do I lay this lengthy 

record before you?” (253).  At its root, this is a question that has implications for 

many of Christianity’s principles and practices, perhaps the chief of which is 

prayer:  If God is “outside time,” how can he hear prayers offered in time?  And 

if he knows all things outside of time, can he somehow reach inside time to alter 

events based on this knowledge?  Augustine is also concerned about the creation 

of the world and what might have preceded it, seeking to answer scoffers who 
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state that “’If [God] was at rest . . . and doing nothing, why did he not continue 

to do nothing for ever more, just as he had always done in the past?’” (261).  For 

Augustine, however, this question itself is flawed because of its faulty 

presupposition that God is subject to linear time in the same way that humans 

are.  Eternity, writes Augustine, is “ever still,” while time is “never still” (261).  

Time is fluid, always moving from the past into the future; it “derives its length 

only from a great number of movements constantly following one another into 

the past, because they cannot all continue at once” (261).  Eternity, on the other 

hand, derives its stillness from the fact that “nothing moves into the past:  all is 

present” (261).   

 Even though he does not use the terms, Augustine believes that eternity is 

an ontological category that applies to God:  God is intrinsically eternal.  Thus, 

no one can properly ask the question of what God was doing before creation, 

since God had not yet created time:  “if there was no time,” Augustine writes, 

“there was no ‘then’” (263).  God is therefore “at once before all past time and 

after all future time” (263).  But even if God is outside of time, humans are still 

subject to it, and so Augustine wants to explore further the question of time’s 

existence.  The notion of the “present” is troubling to Augustine, and so he asks 

what period of time can properly be called “present”:  what is the smallest unit 

of time that we can apprehend, be fully cognizant of, as it occurs?  He moves 

from a century to a year to a day to an hour to a minute, eventually arriving at 

the conclusion that the present has no duration, since even the smallest 

conceivable unit of time, once apprehended, would have already moved to the 

past.  The only way that we can properly speak of past, present, and future is 

through recourse to the way these times operate in relation to the mind.  We can 
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recall images of the past through our memory; we can conceive present 

occurrences through perception; and we can anticipate future occurrences 

through expectation (cf. 269).  Time for Augustine is not an illusion, therefore, 

but it remains dependent on the human mind in some mysterious way.  He 

reaches the conclusion that time is not ultimately measured by the heavenly 

bodies (cf. 272), nor the human body (cf. 273), but “it is in my own time, then, 

that I measure time” (276), again through “expectation, attention, and memory” 

(277).   

 Here Augustine uses an example of reciting a psalm to demonstrate the 

measurement of time by these three human faculties.  Before the psalm is recited, 

Augustine notes, the entire psalm rests in the faculty of expectation.  Yet once 

the recitation is begun, subsequent parts of the psalm begin to move from 

expectation (future) into memory (past).  The “present” occurs with the faculty 

of attention; through attention “passes what was the future in the process of 

becoming the past” (278).  Eventually, the entire psalm moves into the memory 

after it is completed.  Again, Augustine notes that one can expand or contract the 

duration of time though the principles of time remain the same.  So, on a smaller 

scale, “what is true of the whole psalm is also true of all its parts and of each 

syllable”; and yet, on a much larger scale, “it is true of a man’s whole life, of 

which all his actions are parts.  It is true of the whole history of mankind, of 

which each man’s life is a part” (278).  Transience is the lot of humankind. 

 This measurement of time through the human experiences of expectation, 

attention, and memory is often referred to by the term distentio animi, which we 

might loosely translate as “extension of the mind.”  Philosopher Paul Ricoeur 

begins his three-volume work Time and Narrative with an explanation of 
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Augustine’s distentio.  He contends that Augustine’s entire argument in Chapter 

11 of Confessions is an effort to resolve the aporia, the impassable and seemingly 

irresolvable question, of long or short time.  In examining the above passage 

concerning the recitation of the psalm, Ricoeur points out that the three faculties 

of memory, attention, and expectation are meaningless unless joined to one 

another in a dynamic dialectic.  Each of the faculties is dependent on, and works 

together with, the others.  Thus the distensio is itself the “shift in, the 

noncoincidence of the three modalities of action” (20).  It is intrinsic to human 

existence, because of our captivity to time, that our actions are constantly 

divided.  Our minds are always being stretched, for we seek to live in the 

present, but because the present is so fleeting, we constantly shift between the 

memory of the past and the expectation of the future.  God, however, is for 

Augustine the one being not subject to distentio; as we have seen, he resides in an 

eternal present, a stillness in which “nothing moves into the past” since “all is 

present” (Ricoeur 25).  His reflection on the eternality of God causes Augustine 

to recognize God’s vast superiority to his creatures.  As Ricoeur writes,  

In order to dismiss any idea of ‘newness’ in the will of God, the 
idea of a ‘before’ preceding creation must be given a meaning that 
excludes all temporality.  Antecedence must be thought of as 
superiority, as excellence, as the supreme height.  (26)   
 

Further, Augustine believes that the difference of time and eternity demonstrates 

a “radical ontological difference that separates the creature from the creator” 

(27).   

Reflections on time and eternity become for Augustine ways of thinking 

about the relationship of God and humanity, of the entire history of humankind.  

Discovering the principles of time on a small scale allows Augustine to 
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extrapolate the results to find that, ultimately, the way in which God temporally 

engages creation is mysteriously far above and beyond the way humans do.  

Augustine concludes this chapter by praising God that God does not merely 

know the past through memory and the future through expectation, that his 

attentions are not constantly divided between the past and the future; rather, 

God’s eternal constancy is such that “there was no change in [God’s] 

knowledge” even from the aboriginal creation of the heavens and the earth.  

Augustine’s reflections drive him to this principle of God’s unchanging present, 

and he takes great comfort in this principle; for him, it is pure solace to know 

that God sees all of human history from an eternal perspective (cf. 280 ff.).  

 
Boethius 
 

Boethius was not so much concerned with formulating a discourse on 

human time per se, but on exploring the relationship between time and eternity 

as a means of solving the problem of predestination and free will.  Boethius saw 

that at its root this problem concerns the temporal order of humanity and of 

God.  If God is outside time, then surely he sees every action that ever has or will 

take place.  Therefore he must in some way be said to “control” those actions 

since they are predetermined in his mind.  But if God is inside time, then he 

cannot see future actions and is unable to alter them according to his power.  

Boethius remains thoroughly Augustinian in his response to this problem.  He 

first notes the same quality of fleetingness concerning the present that Augustine 

did:  “[w]hatever lives in time exists in the present and progresses from the past 

to the future, and there is nothing set in time which can embrace simultaneously 

the whole extent of its life” (164).  That is, our “present” is qualitatively 



 
65 

 

perspectival.  Even a being who existed along a linear timeline—experiencing 

past, present, and future as humans do, for an infinite amount of time—still is 

not an “eternal” being, since “it does not embrace and comprehend its whole 

extent simultaneously” (164).  Only one type of being can be said to be eternal, 

therefore—a being qualitatively outside of time, which “embraces and possesses 

simultaneously the whole fullness of everlasting life, which lacks nothing of the 

future and has lost nothing of the past” (164).  Thus Boethius believes, as did 

Augustine, that God inhabits an “eternal present”, and that this ability to 

“embrac[e] the whole of everlasting life in one simultaneous present” is an 

ontological category for God.   

For Boethius this definition of God’s eternality absolves the creator from 

all accusations of mechanical and deterministic causality, since “the divine gaze 

looks down on all things without disturbing their nature; to Him they are 

present things, but under the condition of time they are future things” (166).  

Boethius, like Augustine, uses the concept of “knowledge” to describe this 

divine prescience.  God’s “knowledge” remains qualitatively superior to human 

knowledge because of this eternal gaze, this “ever present eternity of His vision” 

(168).  Again, in Boethius as in Augustine, this doctrine is put forth for a very 

specific reason:  not only does it hold in tension the free will of humans and the 

divine foreknowledge of God, but ultimately for Boethius it produces consolatio, 

consolation or hope.  Philosophy closes her response to Boethius by encouraging 

him to take comfort in God’s eternality:  “Hope is not placed in God in vain and 

prayers are not made in vain, for if they are the right kind they cannot but be 

efficacious” (168-69).  Reflections on time and eternity drive Boethius, as they 

did Augustine, to a deeper contemplation of the mysteries of God, even as they 
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are also intended to spur the author and reader on to a belief that their free 

actions are not predetermined and thus not performed in vain. 

 
Anselm 
 

In the twelfth century, Anselm wrote his De Concordia in an attempt to 

reconcile divine foreknowledge and free will, and, like Boethius, his ultimate 

solution lay in the notion of the “eternal present” as an ontological category for 

God.  Furthermore, one can immediately see Augustine’s influence on Anselm’s 

view of time and eternity, as his notions concerning the passivity of human time 

seem as though they are taken directly from Book XI of the Confessions.  Anselm 

writes in section five of De Concordia that “in eternity a thing has no past or 

future but only an (eternal) present, though in the realm of time things move 

from past to future” (442).  He further describes how the “eternal present” 

differs from the human conception of the “present,” noting that “it [eternity] is 

not a temporal present as ours is, only an eternal one in which all periods of time 

are contained” (442-43).  Again, for Anselm as for Boethius, this notion of time 

and eternity absolves God from mechanistic determinism, since  

when St. Paul says that God foreknew, predestined, called, 
justified, and glorified his saints, none of these actions happen 
before or after on God’s part.  They must all be understood as 
existing simultaneously in an eternal present.  For eternity has its 
own unique simultaneity which contains both all things that 
happen at the same time and place and that happen at different 
times and places.  (443) 
 

Again, we see here the contrast between the fleetingness of time and, to use 

Augustine’s term, the “stillness” of eternity, its breadth and comprehensiveness.  

Again for Anselm, as for Augustine and Boethius, the main thrust of his 

argument concerning God’s eternal present and the non-contradiction of free 
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will and providence leads to a practical end.  For Anselm does not rest content 

with a doctrine of God’s providence that would, in its dependence on a human 

timescale, forestall the free actions of human beings.  He recognizes rather that, 

because of the simultaneity of eternity, God can still logically “orde[r] his 

farmers to sow his word urgently in hope . . . [and therefore] it is not pointless to 

invite all people to faith in Christ and in all that this faith demands, even though 

all do not accept this invitation” (461).  Thus, for each of these three early 

Christian thinkers, the doctrine of God’s “eternal present” gives ultimate 

meaning to human existence, both on the grand scale of salvation history and on 

the smaller scale of individual human actions.  Christians are urged, through the 

writings of Augustine, Boethius, and Anselm, both to hope in God’s eternal plan 

and to participate in it through their valuable and free actions. 

 
Rossetti on Time and Eternity 

 
 As with these three classical Christian thinkers, so did Rossetti engage the 

question of time not for a greater theoretical understanding of it, but because she 

found the right understanding of time and eternity to be of profound moral and 

theological import.  She believed that a proper regard for time informed the 

Christian’s understanding of how to live on earth patiently, as a subject of time, 

while simultaneously finding one’s existential grounding in a God of eternity, 

not subject to time. 

Even though Rossetti did not know Greek or Hebrew, she engaged the 

language of Scripture intensely in The Face of the Deep, using both the Authorized 

and Revised Standard versions of the Bible.  One particular passage of her 

exegesis, though not based on the original languages, utilizes nevertheless a 
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close semantic analysis in her reading of Revelation 1:4, in which John greets the 

seven churches of Asia through Christ, he “which is, and which was, and which 

is to come.”  She notes that the progression of the tenses here is from present (is) 

to past (was) to future (is to come), rather than what she believes to be the 

expected progression, from past (was) to present (is) to future (is to come).  For 

Rossetti, the issue is not unimportant, for it reveals an important insight into the 

relationship of time and eternity.  She writes of eternity as an “eternal present”: 

‘Is’ abides perpetual, unalterable, dominant.  Antecedent to 
creatures, antecedent to time, is revealed to our finite conception 
by ‘was’: outlasting time, by ‘is to come’: whilst parallel with 
creatures, with time, with all beginnings and all ends, abides the 
eternal ‘is.’ (14)   
 

Rossetti here follows the tradition of Augustine, as the present inhabits a kind of 

stillness that is most evidently marked by constancy.  Furthermore, the past 

tense, when used to describe Christ, becomes not merely a descriptor of 

something that happened long ago, but of someone who existed before time 

itself was created.  Rossetti also believes that time itself will come to an end at 

the culmination of the events described in Revelation, and therefore Christ 

perpetually exists beyond that “time” as well.  The human instinct, represented 

for Rossetti by a conception of time as past, present, and future, is “helped,” 

through the shifting of the verb tenses by the author of Revelation, “not indeed 

to understand, but to adore the inconceivable, eternal, absolute 

unchangeableness of God” (14-15).  Humans are creatures of time, as they “run a 

course” (15); God is an eternal being, since he does not (15).  The ultimate issue 

here is the subjection of the human creature of time to the eternal God who 

inhabits the “eternal present” attested to by the Christian tradition. 
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A similar sequence of tenses occurs in Revelation 11:17, in which the 

heavenly elders give praise to God, “which art, and wast, and art to come” (302).  

Here, Rossetti’s commentary reflects the same concern for the details of language 

available to her in explaining the perpetuity, the “eternal now,” of God’s time.  

She notes first that the Revised Version “omits ‘and Art to come’” (303):  Always 

concerned with the concordance of the two translations, Rossetti explains that 

this omission could suggest to the reader that “perpetual now of eternity which 

ensues from the unchanging perfection of the Divine Being” (303).  Furthermore, 

she notes that eternity itself is “moulded upon” God; that is, it is not so much 

that God possesses the characteristic of eternity as that eternity itself is a 

reflection or a category of the divine ontology.  Within God’s nature, Rossetti 

writes, “there exists neither past nor future, nothing ended, nothing beginning” 

(303).    Here, we again see Rossetti’s very traditional interpretation of time as it 

relates to God:  God himself does not even possess the properties of the past or 

the future; he himself is eternal and so is not subject to time or its vicissitudes.   

Rossetti performs a similar type of semantic analysis on Revelation 4:2, in 

which John sees that “a throne was set in heaven, and One sat on the throne.”  

For Rossetti, the passive voice of “was set” suggests the eternality of God and 

the inability of humans really to conceive of eternity except as a time before time 

existed:  “For send our mind back as we may through the vast antecedent 

unknown of remote and yet more remote possible successive creations, yet 

beyond the utmost bound of the everlasting hills lies the infinite eternity of God 

Almighty” (150).  Here again we see a strong delineation between the creature, 

subject to the constant fluctuation of time, and the creator, whose immutable 

eternity can barely begun to be comprehended by the creature. 



 
70 

 

 Furthermore, Rossetti’s sense of distensio, while not expressed in exactly 

the same terms as Augustine’s, has to do nonetheless with her engagement of 

the paradoxes of “short” and “long” time.  For in certain poems in The Face of the 

Deep, time takes on different lengths depending upon Rossetti’s perception of it 

and of its purpose.  Here is one such poem: 

  Time seems not short: 
    If so I call to mind 
    Its vast prerogative to loose or bind, 
  And bear and strike amort 
    All humankind. 
 
  Time seems not long: 
    If I peer out and see 
    Sphere within sphere, time in eternity, 
  And hear the alternate song 
    Cry endlessly. 
 
  Time greatly short, 
    O time so briefly long, 
    Yea, time sole battleground of right and wrong; 
  Art thou a time for sport 
    And for a song?  (278) 
 
We see in this poem that time at first “seems not short” (1), as it spreads its 

vastness over human history.  Thus time in its length has the power to “bear and 

strike amort / All humankind” (4-5).  Yet in the next stanza, Rossetti remarks 

that time “seems not long” (6) either, especially when it is contemplated relative 

to eternity.  Here, the image is of time as a mysterious aspect or component of 

the much grander eternity, as time is contained within eternity as one “sphere” 

(8) is contained within another.  The third stanza does not resolve the paradoxes 

of short and long time but deepens them, as Rossetti now refers to time 

oxymoronically, first as “greatly short” (11) and then as “briefly long” (12).  She 

does, then, record time as a kind of distentio, as she recognizes, like Augustine, 

that time can mysteriously “bend” depending on the perspective in which one 
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contemplates it.  But Rossetti ends the poem not with these paradoxes, but with 

the most important aspect of time for her:  Time is the “sole battleground of right 

and wrong” (13), the backdrop against which the epic drama of salvation history 

unfolds, and thus constitutes a valuable gift from God that is not to be 

impatiently shunned. 

 Another of Rossetti’s poems in The Face of the Deep more specifically links 

the distensio of short and long time to the theme of patience: 

O Lord, fulfil Thy Will 
Be the days few or many, good or ill: 
Prolong them, to suffice 
For offering up ourselves Thy sacrifice; 
Shorten them if Thou wilt, 
To make in righteousness an end of guilt. 
Yea, they will not be long 
To souls who learn to sing a patient song: 
Yea, short they will not be 
To souls on tiptoe to flee home to Thee. 
O Lord, fulfil Thy Will: 
Make Thy Will ours, and keep us patient still 
Be the days few or many, good or ill.  (464) 

 
Here, Rossetti recognizes that God uses time, either in lengthening it or 

shortening it, for his good purposes; further, she believes this recognition itself 

to be an exercise in patience.  She entreats God first to “prolong” (3) time, since 

doing so will allow her and all Christians to further live their lives for his glory,  

“offering up ourselves Thy sacrifice” (4).  But Rossetti also recognizes the value 

in God’s shortening of time; here, his purpose would be to “make in 

righteousness an end of guilt,” (6) to judge sin finally and thus to bring about his 

perfect kingdom.  The days themselves will not seem long to those “souls who 

learn to sing a patient song” (8), even as they will likewise not seem short to 

those who are impatient to “flee home” to him.  Ultimately, Rossetti sees that, 

“be the days few or many, good or ill” (13) their purpose is to lead the Christian 
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to a greater conformity to God’s will through patience, as she asks God to “Make 

Thy Will ours, and keep us patient still” (12).  Even though at many points 

throughout The Face of the Deep Rossetti notes the distensio of time, its 

lengthening and shortening, she eventually realizes that the eternal God, above 

and beyond time, orders the human perception of time to his will even as he 

grants humans patience to live through time. 

 
Apocalyptic Impatience in Rossetti’s Previous Work 

 
One cannot consider the question of eschatology in Rossetti’s work 

without also confronting her obsession with death.1  Even a cursory glance at the 

titles of Rossetti’s collected poems will reveal the sheer volume of poetry she 

composed relating to death.  Yet, perhaps unexpectedly to those unfamiliar with 

Rossetti, a majority of this poetry does not quail at the thought of death, but 

rather urges death and its bringer, God, to hasten.  Death in Rossetti’s poetry is 

something to be urgently longed for; her longing, however, is not for death itself, 

which she is often quite fearful of, but for the afterlife and all that it 

encompasses—relief from physical and emotional pain and suffering, reunion 

with fellow Christians, and, most importantly, the experience of the Beatific 

Vision itself—perfect communion with and total understanding of God.  

In her poetry concerning death, Rossetti’s early work exhibits an 

immature impatience with God and a subsequent disdain for this earthly life.  

After all, Rossetti’s early poetry intimates, if the real point of life as a Christian is 

to attain heaven, why does God put one through the experience of life on earth?  

Or, on a more cosmic scale, why does God delay the second coming of Christ?  

In either case, through death or through the return of Christ, Rossetti feels that 
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God delays his coming needlessly.  While Rossetti’s early work answers these 

questions with an impatient longing that at times borders on petulance, The Face 

of the Deep, written in Rossetti’s mature twilight years, finally arrives at a sense of 

peace concerning Christ’s delay in bringing about her own death as well as in his 

second coming. 

 Rossetti’s early attitude toward death is perhaps best expressed in the 

well-known poem “If Only” from The Prince’s Progress and Other Poems 

(published in 1866, when Rossetti was 36 years old): 

If I might only love my God and die!  
   But now He bids me love Him and live on,  
   Now when the bloom of all my life is gone,  
The pleasant half of life has quite gone by.  
My tree of hope is lopped that spread so high;  
   And I forget how Summer glowed and shone,  
   While Autumn grips me with its fingers wan,  
And frets me with its fitful windy sigh.  
When Autumn passes then must Winter numb,  
    And Winter may not pass a weary while,  
       But when it passes Spring shall flower again:  
    And in that Spring who weepeth now shall smile,  
      Yea, they shall wax who now are on the wane,  
Yea, they shall sing for love when Christ shall come. 
 

As we see, Rossetti begins the poem with a line of exasperation: “If I might only 

love my God and die!” (1)  Her desire here is to avoid pain and suffering and 

instead be whisked away to the presence of God.  But God has other plans for 

her; like a stern parent who commands a child, “He bids me love Him and live 

on” (2), but Rossetti does not necessarily understand his reason for doing so.  

She feels that even though her life in chronological terms is only half over (and it 

turned out to be more than half over by this point—she died at the age of 64), 

her life of personal growth and happiness is already done:  “Now when the 

bloom of all my life is gone, / The pleasant half of life has quite gone by” (3-4).  
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If this were the case, God would be cruel indeed to prolong a life of physical 

pain and emotional suffering.  Even though she does not express any element of 

patient waiting here, or any understanding of the reasons for life’s suffering and 

the delay of Christ’s coming (either in death or in the Second Advent), Rossetti 

does look forward to her own Spring, not doubting that, ultimately, “they shall 

wax who now are one the wane, / Yea, they shall sing for love when Christ shall 

come” (13-14). 

 Rossetti’s “Weary in Well-Doing,” from the same collection, further 

demonstrates Rossetti’s impatience and rising anger at God’s protraction of her 

life:   

I would have gone; God bade me stay:  
   I would have worked; God bade me rest.  
He broke my will from day to day,  
   He read my yearnings unexpressed  
       And said them nay.  
 
Now I would stay; God bids me go:  
   Now I would rest; God bids me work.  
He breaks my heart tossed to and fro,  
   My soul is wrung with doubts that lurk  
      And vex it so.  
 
I go, Lord, where Thou sendest me;  
   Day after day I plod and moil:  
But, Christ my God, when will it be  
   That I may let alone my toil  
      And rest with Thee? 

 
The first two lines of each of the first two stanzas demonstrate the contrasting 

desires of Rossetti and of God concerning her life.  At one point in her life, 

Rossetti expressed the desire to have “gone” and “worked” for God (1-2); but for 

whatever reason, he quelled those desires (most likely she speaks of illness 

and/or depression) and bade her “stay” and “rest” (1-2).  In fact, Rossetti 

believes that God “broke [her] will,” reading her innermost thoughts and desires 
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and yet refusing them.  In the second stanza, the preferences of Rossetti and God 

are reversed, as now Rossetti lacks the will either to “go” or to “work” (6-7), 

preferring instead to “stay” and “rest” (6-7).  Whereas in stanza one God broke 

the “will” of Rossetti, in stanza two he breaks her heart, wringing her soul with 

“doubts that lurk / and vex it so” (9-10).  Here, Rossetti suffers one of the 

gravest of Christian doubts—whether God is indeed good, whether he has the 

best interests of his creatures in mind as he governs and orders their lives.  

Stanza three recounts Rossetti’s almost indifferent, dumb obedience to God as 

she goes where God sends her, dutifully: “Day after day I plod and moil” (12).  

She ends the poem by asking Christ when he will allow her to “let alone my toil 

/ And rest with Thee” (14-15).  In this poem, as in “If Only,” Rossetti displays a 

lack of understanding concerning God’s decree to wait patiently.  She still trusts 

in God’s overarching plan; otherwise, she would not continue to follow it and 

“plod and moil” through life.  Yet her doubts about the wisdom of God’s leaving 

her on earth are very real; her own desire for death, for control over the events of 

her life, issues in an accusatory tone in these poems.    

In “Later Life:  A Double Sonnet of Sonnets,” Rossetti demonstrates the 

same essential lack of understanding concerning the meaning of life on earth.  

This sequence of 28 sonnets begins with a sonnet exploring the nature of this 

unchanging and eternal being, God, from the aboriginal creation of the earth to 

the time after the apocalypse when he sends fire to consume both earth and 

heaven.  The images used to describe God here are those of transcendent judge:  

God is the one who uses a “rod / Of righteous wrath” (5-6) to “smit[e] sore” (6) 

his creatures.  Rossetti echoes Job 13:15 as she trusts in God in spite of his wrath, 

believing that even though God might “slay” Christians, they nonetheless “trust 



 
76 

 

in Him” (9) and even “vaunt His praise” (11).  Thus, from this opening sonnet, 

the reader understands that Rossetti is prepared to undergo severe castigation, 

almost willing, as famously stated by the Puritan Samuel Hopkins, to be 

“damned for the glory of God” (qtd. in McLoughlin 101). 

The majority of the sonnets in “Later Life” deal with Rossetti’s weariness, 

her feeling of oppression at the hands of God.  In sonnet four, for example, 

Rossetti searches for the strongest possible terms in which to communicate her 

utter destitution:   

So tired am I, so weary of today, 
So unrefreshed from foregone weariness, 
So overburdened by foreseen distress, 

So lagging and so stumbling on my way [ . . . ] (1-4) 
 

This overwhelming sense of weariness means that Rossetti cannot “rouse” (5) 

herself to participate in such actions typical of the Christian life as prayer and 

contemplation, and so she ends this sonnet with a plea that God take some sort 

of action toward her, since she cannot act toward him.   This weariness issues in 

a further lack of patience in other later sonnets, such as 16, in which Rossetti 

bemoans “these long still-lengthening days” (14), and sonnet 17, in which 

Rossetti uses the anaphoric “I am sick” to stress the disgust she feels toward her 

existence: 

  I am sick of where I am and where I am not, 
  I am sick of foresight and of memory, 
  I am sick of all I have and all I see, 
   I am sick of self, and there is nothing new. (9-12) 
 
This disgust causes Rossetti to recognize and acknowledge her impatience, even 

though she terms it a kind of patience, a “weary impatient patience” (13).  

Rossetti recognizes through this oxymoron the strained character of this virtue 

that, as a Christian, she is supposed to be cultivating, for even when she strives 
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toward patience, her weariness overtakes her, and this patience can reflect only 

its opposite, impatience.  There are flashes of contentment in “Later Life,” but 

ultimately the entire sequence reflects not only a languid ennui, but an almost 

active impatience, a restlessness with life itself.  In the final sonnets of “Later 

Life,” even though Rossetti recognizes the foolishness of the heart that “hankers 

after Heaven, but clings to earth” (24.11), she cannot find much on earth to cling 

to.  After all, this is a life “full of toil and pain,” “blank of rest and of substantial 

gain,” (25.2-3) “full of numbness and of balk” (26.1).  Life on earth is even “dead 

for all its breath” (26.9).  Instead of ending with a poem extolling God’s 

overarching providence even through the painful vicissitudes of everyday 

existence, Rossetti closes “Later Life” with a sonnet reflecting on the death of a 

friend and reinforcing the concept that death is a kind of rest wherein the dead 

longingly look after the living. 

Other poems also demonstrate the futility of earthly existence, looking 

forward directly to the afterlife.  “Life and Death” from The Prince’s Progress and 

Other Poems begins with a blunt statement that “Life is not sweet” (1).  

Immediately following is a set of images that, in stark contrast, speak of what 

“will be sweet” (1):  “To shut our eyes and die” (2).  The second stanza, in 

parallel manner to the first, states that “Life is not good” (10), as, again, Rossetti 

contrasts the lack of goodness found in life with the goodness found in death:  

“One day it will be good / To die, then live again” (10-11), she writes.  In the 

meantime, the time between death and the resurrection,2 one can rest content, 

“asleep from risk, asleep from [the] pain” (19) that life inevitably carries with 

itself.  In “Of Him That Was Ready to Perish,” Rossetti asks God to “bid [her] 

also to Paradise” even as she compares her own cross of “wounds, weakness, 
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[and] extremity” to Christ’s cross.  Her life is portrayed as spent, since her “noon 

is ended, abolished from life and light” (5).  Her life is but a “lingering day” that 

really is “night” in its darkness and bleakness, and thus again causes her to 

doubt the goodness of God in placing humans on earth to undergo such 

suffering.  She therefore asks if God’s “grace [is] ended,” if his “love [is] cut off” 

from her since he prolongs her suffering by prolonging her life.  And in “Why?” 

the question is put forth very forthrightly and succinctly:  “Lord, if I love Thee 

and Thou lovest me, / Why need I any more these toilsome days?” (1-2).  

Rossetti asks the question in an equally pointed manner in “Until the Day 

Break”:  “Why keep us waiting in dimness and cold?” (15).  Yet Rossetti also 

begins to offer a justification for God’s delay in this poem, believing that God 

knows “the present and past” (19) and always intends humanity’s good, but 

then she asks God to decisively act, entreating God to “look down” (24).  God 

answers, saying only that believers are to “hold fast” (29) and “hide in [His] 

heart” (30) as they anticipate his return. 

In Rossetti’s early poetry, then, we see that often there is little or no point 

to this earthly existence.  This life is seen as either a waiting room for death or as 

a cross, a burden given by an all-powerful but not always all-compassionate 

God.  Indeed, Rossetti does not seem to place much trust in the inherent 

goodness of the life given to mortals by God, and suffering is to be endured 

wearily, not to be “counted as joy” (cf. James 1:2).  Contemplation of the 

vicissitudes of an uncertain and tenuous existence then gives rise to impassioned 

pleas on Rossetti’s part for some sort of action, for the relief that death brings as 

it ushers her into eternal rest.  These pleas further reflect an impatience that is 

not at all treasured but urgent in its longing for death:  there is no merit in 
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waiting on God, and certainly no search for the kind of apocalyptic patience that 

finds value, meaning, and ultimately hope in the wait for God.   

By the time Rossetti writes The Face of the Deep, however, her approach to 

the search for patience has changed dramatically, as she values patience in 

relation both to her own death and to the larger eschatological framework of 

Time and Eternity (i.e. the return of Christ and the Last Judgment).  But before 

we examine Rossetti’s own search for patience in The Face of the Deep, we should 

note well the larger historical and theological context in which Rossetti’s work 

takes place.  For there does exist a historical tradition of a “theology of patience,” 

a theology that takes seriously the plight of humanity as it exists in and through 

time.  This theology of patience is foremost a theology of necessity brought 

about by the delay of the parousia, the return of Christ. 

 
The Delay of the Parousia 

 
 Matthew 24 contains the most apocalyptically charged words that Jesus 

spoke; indeed, outside of the book of Revelation, they are the most apocalyptic 

words of the New Testament.  As Jesus passes through the gates of the Temple, 

he comments on its future destruction.  First-century Jews such as Jesus’ 

disciples would have recognized the destruction of the Temple as inaugurating 

the “Day of the Lord,” the Old Testament day of eschatological fulfillment.  And 

so they ask, out of natural curiosity, when this day will occur.  In response Jesus 

offers “signs of the times” (e.g. earthquakes, wars, false prophets) that will warn 

those on earth before “the Son of man com[es] in the clouds of heaven with 

power and great glory” (v. 30).  Furthermore, Jesus tells the disciples that all of 

these things will occur within their “generation”: “This generation shall not pass, 
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till all these things be fulfilled” (v. 34).  After Jesus speaks these apocalyptic 

words, he goes to his death, and Matthew records his resurrection.   

The book of Acts recounts Jesus’ ascension into heaven 40 days later, 

noting the presence of two angels who ask the disciples, “Men of Galilee, why 

do you stand looking up toward heaven?  This Jesus, who has been taken up 

from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into 

heaven” (Acts 1:11).  This “second coming” of Christ after the ascension is often 

referred to by the Greek term parousia, meaning “presence” or “arrival” 

(Westminster 427).  Theologians and historians believe that the earliest Christians 

expected this second arrival of Christ to occur within their lifetime; after all, 

Jesus told them that their “generation” would see the fulfillment of his 

apocalyptic prophecies.  As theologian Walter Lowe points out, one cannot 

easily “explain away” these apocalyptic words, for “the[se] words attributed to 

Jesus are quite explicit . . . they are not just predictions but promises” (18).   

Several New Testament passages also portray early Christians as 

expecting the imminent return of Christ.  Immediately following Paul’s 

discussion of marriage and celibacy in I Corinthians 7, one gets the sense that he 

almost believes the entire question to be moot nonetheless, since the return of 

Christ is at hand: 

the time [kairos] is short: it remaineth, that both they that have 
wives be as though they had none; and they that weep, as though 
they wept not; and they that rejoice, as though they rejoiced not; 
and they that buy, as though they possessed not; and they that use 
this world, as not abusing it: for the fashion of this world passeth 
away.  (I Cor. 7:29-31) 
 

This sense of immediacy concerning the return of Christ pervades the New 

Testament.  James also notes that “the coming [parousia] of the Lord draweth 
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nigh” (5:8) but entreats his hearers to be patient (5:7-11) for it.   I Peter 4:7 states 

that “the time is at hand.”  And already by the time of the second letter of Peter 

(c. AD 120), scoffers were asking, “Where is the promise of his coming 

[parousia]?” (II Peter 3:4).  Furthermore, Paul writes to the Thessalonians, who 

expected Christ’s imminent return and were consequently concerned that those 

who had already died would not experience the parousia as those who were 

currently alive would.  He consoles them by stating that “we which are alive and 

remain unto the coming [parousia] of the Lord shall not prevent them which are 

asleep” (I Thess. 4:15), since the dead would rise to join the living at Christ’s 

return.  Paul distances himself from setting a specific timetable for this decisive 

event but exhorts his hearers to live holy lives as they anticipate it. 

Obviously, however, the return of Christ did not occur in the first 

centuries of Christianity, and so Christians throughout the history of the Church 

had to continually modify their expectations of Christ’s return.  In every 

generation there have been those Christians who pronounce definitively that the 

time is nigh3; yet the delay of the parousia has been an issue ever since the 

aforementioned scoffers of II Peter.  With conscious understatement, Lowe calls 

this delay a “major piece of unfinished business which has hampered Christian 

theology” (20); it requires explanation and rationalization for the sake of the 

integrity of Christian theology. 

In his Heaven, Hell, and the Victorians, Michael Wheeler notes that the 

Victorians in particular were concerned with the delay of the parousia.  There 

was a revival of millenarianism, the belief that Christ would come in the parousia 

and then reign on earth for a literal millennium.  He notes, however, that  
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those who looked for the imminent return of Christ to earth, there 
to reign with his saints for a thousand years, had to come to terms 
with various degrees of disappointment, especially when what 
appeared to be the last days brought no parousia.  (81) 
 

As previously noted, this disappointment was certainly not unique to the 

Victorian period, as Christian theology was continually coming to terms with 

this delay throughout its history.  And yet, because of the strong relationship 

between literature and theology in the nineteenth century, many Victorian 

novelists and poets drew on themes of delay and deferred hope without 

necessarily being themselves overt millenarians.4  Wheeler speaks of an 

approach to the concept of delay that draws on the imagery of Revelation 

without necessarily adhering to a strict millenarian interpretation.  Such a 

“sympathetic but critical approach to prophecies in the Revelation” (81) would 

contextualize Revelation, noting the historical purpose it served at the time of its 

writing.  Further, such an approach observes that “the enduring value of 

Revelation lies” not in its ability to grant insight into the exact dates and times of 

the end of the world, but rather “in its spiritual content and the message that 

Christians should live as if Christ’s second advent were imminent, their lamps 

trimmed, awaiting the Bridegroom” (81-82, my emphasis).  I emphasize the “as 

if” here because the distinction is crucial for an understanding of the ways in 

which Rossetti engages the delay of the parousia as she crafts her theology of 

patience.  She was not one of those strict millenarians who believed definitively 

that Christ would return during her lifetime.  But she did believe nevertheless 

Christ could return at any time, so Christians should always live in expectation of 

this imminent return—as if the parousia were imminent.  
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Indeed, for Rossetti’s mature theology of patience, as for the main 

trajectory of Christian theology throughout the centuries, the Christian life 

always reflects a tension between imminence and delay.  Furthermore, this delay 

is not to be bemoaned, passed over lightly, or ignored, for ultimately, delay 

produces hope—a Christian hope that gives meaning to the suffering of human 

experience and vindicates God from accusations that he somehow cruelly 

prolongs suffering by not returning to earth and establishing his perfect 

kingdom.  In other words, Christians have had to create a theology of patience 

that both accounts for the reasons for delay of the parousia and invests with 

purpose the quotidian experience of the Christian who lives this tension-filled 

existence between the twin poles of life and death. 

Furthermore, such a tension between imminence and delay, issuing forth 

in this theology of patience, stands in stark opposition to the progressivist view 

of history popular during Rossetti’s own Victorian age, especially as evinced, for 

instance, in Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy.  Arnold’s paean to “Culture” 

contains a vision of the progressive evolution of humankind toward perfection, a 

perfection that will be brought about, not by the decisive parousia of Christ, but 

by Culture.  For Arnold, “the framework of society [is] that theatre on which this 

august drama [i.e. the ‘progress of humanity towards perfection’] has to unroll 

itself” (146).  As Karl Löwith points out, the Christian answer to the question of 

the human’s role in history is radically different: “For the Christian faith history 

is not an autonomous realm of human endeavor and progress but a realm of sin 

and death, and therefore in need of redemption” (282-83).  Löwith further argues 

that “the eschatological history of salvation also cannot impart a new and 

progressive meaning to the history of the world, which is fulfilled by having 
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reached its term” in the life, death, and resurrection of Christ (283).  Indeed, 

“[t]he Christian times are Christian only insofar as they are the last time” (283).  

It is only in this framework, at once teleological and eschatological, that the 

delay of the parousia can make sense, for it demonstrates that Christians are not 

idly waiting for the end but are indeed living within and yet toward the end. 

 
Explanations for The Delay of the Parousia in The Face of the Deep 

 
In her exposition of the book of Revelation, Christina Rossetti was forced 

to encounter the problem of the parousia’s delay within her first pages, since the 

first verse of Revelation announces that Christ is showing his servants, through 

the words of John, “things which must shortly come to pass” (9, my emphasis).  

Rossetti understood that, obviously, many of the events described by Revelation 

had not yet come to pass.  Therefore, without hesitation or rationalization, she 

knows that while “[a]t the end of eighteen hundred years we are still repeating 

this ‘shortly’” (9), one must accept the authority of God’s word “and the 

testimony of Jesus Christ” (9) by accepting the seeming contradiction between 

the “shortly” of Revelation 1:1 and the lapsing of 1800 years since.  Likewise, her 

gloss on Revelation 1:3, which states that “the time is at hand,” accepts that even 

though “the time was then at hand,” it “still must [be] at hand”—not because 

human experience certifies it, but because “the Bible certifies” it (13).   

Aside from the appeal to Scriptural authority in explaining the delay of 

the parousia, however, Rossetti appeals to the different temporal frameworks 

governing God and humanity.  Rossetti explains that the reason that Christians 

of every age, including her own, could still believe the kingdom of God to be 

“shortly” at hand is that God’s own temporal framework is vastly different than 
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that of humanity, since “a thousand years and one day are compatible in the 

Divine Sight” (13).  Therefore, the return of Christ is always imminent, since for 

Rossetti, “even now, eighteen centuries later, we know not when that cry shall 

be made” (13).  And yet Rossetti also held this imminence in tension with the 

delay of the parousia: “‘The time is at hand,’ ever at hand,” she writes; “yet it 

waits long for us” (13) because of God’s forbearance toward sinners.  Rossetti 

concludes this section with a prayer to the “Lord God of time and eternity” (13).  

As we will see, this last phrase signals Rossetti’s own subordination to the 

mystery of God’s eternity:  she, as a temporal creature, does not possess the kind 

of overarching view of human history that God does, and thus the trust she 

places in God’s eternal perspective is an all-important aspect of her search for 

patience. 

Rossetti similarly interprets the word “quickly,” found in Revelation 3:11, 

along the lines of the tension between imminence and delay.  Rossetti anticipates 

the objections of readers who disbelieve in Christianity or discredit this book of 

Revelation because of the delay of the parousia:  “But some man would answer: 

Lord, sayest Thou that Thou comest quickly Who all these eighteen hundred 

years hast not come?” (120).  Her response to this potential objection 

demonstrates that she takes it seriously enough to answer it directly.  As always, 

she submits herself to the authority of Christ speaking in the Scriptures, writing 

that “Christ’s blessed words are truth”; yet she also recognizes the polysemeity 

in his words, since he “send[s] forth wisdom by unnumbered channels” (120).  In 

other words, Rossetti believes that Christ can, by his words “I come quickly,” 

mean both that he comes in one final event at the end of time and that he comes 

in other ways within time.  She writes therefore that Christ “uses many seasons 
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and modes of coming, besides and before that final coming when every eye shall 

see Him” (120).  So Christ does come, she argues, in the here and now.  He has 

come, for instance, in “vision and special revelation” to “some exalted souls” 

(120).  

But he also comes in ways officially sanctioned by the Church, “to all His 

brethren down to the poorest and hungriest . . . in the Blessed Sacrament of His 

Body and Blood” (120).  The Sacrament is God’s way of breaking through time 

and eternity into the here and now, as it collates the past (Christ’s death), the 

future (the “marriage supper” of the Lamb spoken of in Revelation 19) and the 

present moment of the intussusception of Christ’s body and blood.  He comes 

furthermore to each person who “loves Him and keeps His words” (120); as we 

have already seen (cf. Chapter Two), Rossetti’s strong emphasis here is on the 

presence of Christ in and through action, through the imitatio Christi.  Finally, 

Rossetti notes, Christ comes in death, as his “beloved . . . go to Him” (120).  In 

these ways, Rossetti argues, Christ’s promise of coming “quickly” to the 

Philadelphians of Revelation was not nullified by his delay, since he did “come” 

in “any or all of these ways,” keeping “faith with His faithful Philadelphians” 

(120).  This explanation of Christ’s delay that stresses the ways in which Christ 

does indeed “come” into the everyday life of the Christian would seem to 

indicate a certain measure of acceptance, even resignation, to the delay of the 

parousia. 

 And yet her next paragraph demonstrates the relative discomfort Rossetti 

feels with these explanations of the ways in which Christ does come “quickly.”  

She defers instead to God’s authority in these matters.  It is ultimately not for 

her, “the creature of time,” to “pronounce on what is or is not quickly brought to 
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pass” (121), but only “the Lord of time and eternity” (121) who can make such a 

pronouncement.  After all, what is “quickly” to God, a being not subject to time?  

Rossetti’s next comment attempts an analogy between time and eternity as she 

stresses the relativity of time even on a human scale:  “At eighteen we think a 

year long, at eighty we think it short:  what terminable duration would seem 

long to us, what such duration would not seem short, if we had already passed 

out of time into eternity?” (121).  Whatever “eternity” is, whatever kind of time it 

does or does not occupy, Rossetti at the least acknowledges that any “terminable 

duration,” any period of time that has a beginning and an end, would seem 

somehow “short” in the realm of timelessness that we call “eternity.”  It is “He 

alone Who saith ‘quickly’ [who] can define quickly” (121).  Ultimately, then, 

Rossetti acknowledges that there is a certain futility, or at the least humility, 

involved in any reflection on the delay of the parousia and the relationship of this 

delay to human and divine experiences of time, since to bemoan the delay of 

Christ’s return by the standard of a human timeline would subordinate the 

eternal God to his time-bound creation.  

It is not that Rossetti doubts that Christ will return; rather, her main 

contention with God is that he continues to delay.  This is why the search for 

patience is the all-important theme of Revelation for Rossetti:  without patience, 

we are tempted to doubt God’s goodness and his care for humankind, since by 

not returning, he prolongs death, decay, and human suffering.  But if some 

positive value can be placed on patience, then God’s delay is vindicated and the 

whole lot of humanity’s suffering, including her own, is given a much deeper 

meaning. 
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Rossetti’s Apocalyptic Patience in The Face of the Deep 

 As previously noted, the central trope that governs Rossetti’s The Face of 

the Deep is given in her “Prefatory Note”:  it is the search for a kind of 

apocalyptic patience within Revelation, a “Book of awful import” (7).  

Throughout the text, Rossetti’s thoughts on patience form the backdrop against 

which the rest of the commentary should be seen.  It is important, therefore, to 

discover the ways in which this patience manifests itself in The Face of the Deep as 

opposed to the manifestations of impatience in Rossetti’s earlier poetry.  Patience 

of any sort presupposes several conditions—(a) there is an event to be waited 

for; (b) the event to be waited for is worthy of anticipation, because of either joy 

or sorrow upon its arrival; (c) one cannot bring about the event by one’s own 

power; and (d) patience occurs only because of and through time.  Further, the 

existence of patience can also presuppose suffering through something difficult 

in order to attain the removal of that difficulty.  We can see that Rossetti’s 

apocalyptic patience fulfills most, if not all, of these conditions.  She awaits the 

parousia, not knowing when that event will occur and not being able to hasten its 

occurrence through her own power, but believing that its occurrence will bring 

her and all Christians great joy.  Furthermore, she often construes the present—

life on earth itself—as a form of suffering through which one attains everlasting 

life.  Only temporal beings are subject to patience, since it presupposes suffering 

through time to attain that final goal. 

 As previously noted, Rossetti’s early attitude toward patience is markedly 

different from the attitude she manifests in The Face of the Deep.  Whereas in the 

earlier poetry Rossetti exhibited great impatience concerning death and the last 

things, she now seeks out patience, seeing it as a privilege given to believers:  
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“The patient soul, lord of itself, sits imperturbable amid the jars of life and 

serene under its frets” (26).  Here Rossetti’s image of patience is one of immense 

strength, even a kind of stoicism that bears one up against life’s trials. 

Rossetti furthers this image of stillness in a lengthy discourse on patience 

that follows Revelation 3:10 (“Because thou hast kept the word of My patience  

. . . ”).  Rossetti’s mature theology allows her to see true patience as suppressing 

that earlier impatience characterized by groaning and longing; now, she 

recognizes authentic patience as something that “preoccupies the soul with a 

sort of satisfaction which suppresses insatiable craving, vain endeavour, 

rebellious desire” (117).  Patience allows the Christian to live a life of constancy 

and peace, since it “keeps the will steadfast, the mind disengaged, the heart 

quiet” (117).  If we pair each of these trinities together, we see that patience 

allows the human will not to be overcome by cravings; it keeps the mind from 

engaging in overweening or speculative knowledge for its own sake; and it 

suppresses the kinds of desires that unnecessarily confuse and complicate life.  

Indeed, Rossetti’s practice of patience allows her to maintain an even keel in the 

face of what she saw as a kind of immature, adolescent preoccupation with false 

desires and satisfactions. 

 Rossetti’s patience, however, carries a dual aspect, for this serene stillness 

is also coupled with the notion of the quotidian struggle against all the trials that 

assault all who exist on earth in time and are subject to its vicissitudes.  Thus 

there is also an active quality to Rossetti’s patience; it is not merely a serene 

stillness that lethargically waits for the end but also a constant struggle for the 

saint who would persevere in her faith to the end.  Rossetti’s comments on 

Revelation 14:12 (“Here is the patience of the saints; here are they that keep the 
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commandments of God, and the faith of Jesus”) demonstrate what kind of 

actions are apposite to this active patience; in order to persevere to the end, the 

saints must “keep the commandments of God, and the faith of Jesus.”  Patience 

requires obedience, and so for Rossetti it is “an advanced grace” (360), since it is 

not easily attained and does not come in one revelatory moment, but constitutes 

the lifelong struggle of the Christian.  This activity of patience reinforces the 

concept that there is a worthwhile reason for God’s leaving humanity on earth, 

for through the earthly struggle of patience comes both the fruit of the Christian 

life and the uniquely ascertained knowledge of God’s goodness.  Rossetti 

concludes her remarks on this verse by noting that “Obedience is the fruit of 

faith; patience, the bloom upon the fruit” (360).  Obedience and the active faith 

of patience are inextricably linked for Rossetti.    

The same passage also highlights another benefit conferred by patience—

its capability to instruct and correct the Christian, directing him or her toward 

the ultimate end of every Christian, contemplation of the Beatific Vision.  

Patience is Rossetti’s response to both the intensity of God’s “Fatherly 

Lovingkindness” and the fear inspired by the “terrors of the Lord” found in the 

book of Revelation: 

All I have read, then, is to lead me up to patience: patience under 
ignorance, patience under fear, patience under hope deferred, 
patience so long as free will entails the terrific possibility of self-
destruction; patience until (please God) my will freely, finally, 
indefectibly, becomes one with the Divine Will.  (360) 
 

We see here that patience is a kind of teacher or guide that ultimately instructs 

one in the ways of divinity.  Throughout the text, when Rossetti encounters 

those passages that she does not understand, she relies on patience to teach her 

that one day these obscurities will be understood, and in the meantime, her lot is 
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to follow God obediently.  Furthermore, patience teaches her that fear of God 

now will be turned into joy in his presence eventually, and that she can trust in 

God because her deferred hope will ultimately not be misplaced.  Patience also 

grants her a kind of longsuffering that allows her to bear temptation without 

giving herself up to it, to suffer through difficulties without losing her faith.  The 

patience Rossetti has been driven to by the words of Revelation leads her 

upward, anagogically, to union with God; patience keeps one provisionally 

satisfied until that “beatific moment” (360) of ultimate satisfaction. 

 Rossetti’s most extended treatment of the idea of patience and its vital 

importance in the life of the Christian comes with her exposition of Revelation 

3:10, which promises that God will “keep . . . from the hour of temptation” those 

who have “kept the word of [his] patience” (115).  The most salient feature of 

this, Rossetti’s longest continuous discourse on patience in The Face of the Deep, is 

that it links patience with incarnational theology.  That is, Rossetti believes that 

patience is ultimately meaningless if not for the incarnation of Christ, for it is 

only through God’s identification with the lot of humankind by appearing in 

human form that patience is invested with meaning.  She notes that patience is 

“exclusively a New Testament word”5 since “patience in perfection was not 

found on earth until Christ trod our weary ways” (115).  Rossetti demonstrates 

further that patience is invested with meaning not only because of the past 

example of Christ’s perfect patience on earth, but because he continues to give 

Christians the grace to suffer with him through their own patience: he “unites 

His suffering Church with Himself as to say, ‘Because thou hast kept the word of 

My patience’” (116).  Patience is once again portrayed as a divine gift enabling 

Christians to persevere through their temporal existence. 
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 Rossetti’s comments on patience here also demonstrate that, at least 

ultimately, Rossetti’s dark, brooding spirit found meaning in suffering and its 

ally, patience.  In her comments on The Face of the Deep, Jan Marsh asks “what 

impelled Christina to choose such a fearful religion—and why, in her last years, 

she found in it so little consolation” (556)6.  Yet Rossetti’s was a melancholy not 

inspired by religion, as is commonly averred; rather, her innate sense of 

melancholy found its only solace in religion, as evidenced by her continual 

recourse to apocalyptic patience and its intrinsic relationship both to suffering 

and to hope.   

In fact, Rossetti does acknowledge the darkness of patience; she writes 

that “patience goes with sorrow, not with joy” (116).  Furthermore, “sorrow 

ranges itself with darkness, joy with light” (116).  However, Rossetti employs a 

“figure” to explain that it is really through darkness that more light becomes 

visible, since “to the day appertains a single sun,” while “to the night[,] 

innumerable, incalculable, by man’s perception inexhaustible stars” (116).  This 

revelation from the natural world is empirically verifiable, and Rossetti asks that 

God “grant us to receive the parallel revelation of grace” (116) that demonstrates 

the spiritual benefits to be conferred by living through the darkness of suffering.  

She borrows again from Romans 5:3-5, writing that  

whatever tribulation befalls us will by His blessing work in us 
patience, and our patience will work experience, and our 
experience hope; and ‘hope maketh not ashamed; because the love 
of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost which is 
given unto us.’ (116)   

 
Thus, this is hardly a hopeless and fearful religion, but one that found meaning 

through suffering, again primarily through the incarnation.  Rossetti calls Christ 

the “pattern and text-book of patience” (116), noting that the Philadelphian 
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believers imitated the patience of Christ, who “bore contradiction of sinners . . . 

was reviled . . . [and] prayed for His enemies” (116), as they themselves 

underwent persecution.    

In the poem that accompanies this discourse, Rossetti again links the 

virtue of patience with sorrow:   

Patience must dwell with Love, for Love and Sorrow 
   Have pitched their tent together here: 
Love all alone will build a house tomorrow, 
   And sorrow not be near. 
 
Today for Love’s sake hope, still hope, in sorrow, 
   Rest in her shade and hold her dear: 
Today she nurses thee; and lo! Tomorrow 
   Love only will be near.  (116-17) 

 
On earth, in this present age, “Love and Sorrow / Have pitched their tent 

together” (1-2); that is, for whatever reason, God has given humanity the 

experience of both love and sorrow.  However, Rossetti looks forward to a future 

age in which love will be “all alone” (3) and “sorrow [will] not be near” (4).  But 

until that day comes, Rossetti entreats her readers to “hope in sorrow” (5), since 

it is sorrow that “nurses” (7) and prepares humanity for the day when “Love 

only will be near” (8).  It is only through sorrow, which causes one to hope, that 

one can bear the weight of human experience.  Rossetti certainly did not skirt the 

issue of the darkness and frailty of human life with a kind of naïve optimism; 

but neither did she revel in them for their own sake.  It is crucial for readers of 

Rossetti—whether it be her poetry or her prose—to understand that in her 

theology, suffering is purposeful, even teleological.  It is always directed toward 

an end, as is the patience that accompanies it. 

Rossetti’s meditations on death, which was for her the most fearful kind 

of suffering, also find a more mature expression in The Face of the Deep than in 
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her earlier poetry.  Here death is not impatiently longed for, as in “If Only”; 

rather, death is placed in an overall eschatological scheme that does not deny its 

reality, but at the same time invests it with meaning and purpose.  Rossetti 

exhibits this more mature attitude toward death as she attempts to explain 

Revelation 9:6, a passage that describes the awful judgments of God coming 

after the fifth trumpet.  Indeed, these judgments are so horrible that “in those 

days shall men seek death, and shall not find it, and shall desire to die, and 

death shall flee from them” (261).  Rossetti explains the passage first by drawing 

a fine distinction between seeking death and desiring it:  she believes that “to seek 

death is sinful: yet to desire it may be saintly.”  For proof of this distinction she 

turns to St. Paul, who writes of his desire “to depart, and to be with Christ” 

(261).  To desire this kind of “death not as death but as the passage to Christ” 

(261) is an action worthy of imitation.  Rossetti even believes that Job’s desire of 

“death not as death but as release from life well-nigh intolerable” was evidence 

of a longing for death which, although “far below St. Paul’s,” is nonetheless 

“natural to man and not incompatible with eminent holiness” (261).  So there are 

at least two conditions for Rossetti under which one can desire death—longing 

for Christ and, “far below,” longing to be freed from “intolerable” suffering.  On 

the other hand, to long for death “as death is to love darkness rather than light” 

(261).  

A strong precedent for Rossetti’s attitude toward death exists in the 

monastic tradition.  As Leclercq writes, this tradition stressed that “[i]t is in 

order to reach God that one must love, desire, and wish for death, which does 

not eliminate the suffering or fear of death” (31).  At first glance this desire for 

death may seem to have more in common with the immature longings of 
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Rossetti’s earlier poetry.  It is certainly true that many monks saw this earthly 

existence as nothing more than a “waiting room” for heaven, just as Rossetti 

appears so to long in poems such as “If Only”; however, the main thrust of 

Leclercq’s work is the valuation of learning and writing by the monastic schools 

as ways of apprehending that future kingdom of God in the present life of the 

monastery.  Therefore, as Leclercq aptly demonstrates, the desire for heaven 

does not necessarily preclude a life of meaning and purpose on earth. 

 The longing for the possession of God through death also requires an 

eschatological patience, since this desire can only grow “under the trial of time” 

(Leclercq 31).  God gives patience as a gift that enables humans better to love 

Him, since “one must learn to wait for God in order to love Him the more and to 

take advantage of the passage of time to become ever more open to His infinite 

plenitude” (Leclercq 31).  In other words, we see another way in which the delay 

of the parousia and the delay of one’s own death both require and are better 

explained by eschatological patience.  This active waiting can become a way of 

redeeming time itself, of attributing a positive value to the passage of time.  In 

this way, time is seen not as a burden to be sloughed off, but as a gift God gives 

humanity in order for it to learn how increasingly to love Him.  After all, 

Leclercq notes of Gregory that the quality of eschatological desire, “as it becomes 

more intense, is rewarded by a certain possession of God which increases it still 

more.  The result of this desire is peace rediscovered in God, since desire is itself 

a possession in which fear and love are reconciled” (31).  For these monks, as for 

Rossetti, desire and eschatological patience are teachers, demonstrating to their 

students once again the principles found in Romans 5:3-5—that their earthly 
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longings are indeed a form of testing through which they might cultivate 

patience, experience, and ultimately hope. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Any text that seeks to explicate another text becomes in a way a figurative 

palimpsest, a superimposition of the author’s interpretation over the original 

text.  By necessity, then, a scriptural commentary such as Rossetti’s would 

describe a narrative arc similar to the scriptural text it takes as its subject, since at 

every point it subjects itself to the order, subject matter, and rhythm of the 

original.  If Rossetti indeed finds the search for patience to be the governing 

trope of her commentary, one would expect that the close of the commentary 

exhibits some conclusion about the success or failure of such a search.  Rossetti 

does not explicitly state that “I have found the patience I sought out in this book 

of awful import” as a neat bookend to her opening statement in the “Prefatory 

Note.”  And yet there is a nearly palpable sense of stasis, stillness, and quiet 

satisfaction as Rossetti closes the work.  This quiet peacefulness echoes the text 

of Revelation itself, which closes with the vision of the New Jerusalem coming 

down out of heaven, of light and joy as all the saints are gathered together with 

Christ.  Yet Rossetti’s commentary concludes with a serenity that seems to 

indicate a personal appropriation of this beatific vision of eternity. 

The epigraph to this chapter contains Romans 5:3-5, which is central to 

Rossetti’s The Face of the Deep; it is the verse from which she derives the 

governing trope of the entire work, the search for patience.  We see from the 

words of the text, however, and from Rossetti’s own comments in The Face of the 

Deep, that it remains ultimately hope that is longed for—an eschatological hope 
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that would trump the fear of death as it looks forward to the believer’s 

enjoyment of God in heaven.  This is the kind of hope, issuing from a patient 

heart, that is so lacking in the early poetry of Rossetti and yet that we find 

manifest in The Face of the Deep, particularly in its closing passages.   

Revelation 21:17 announces that  

the Spirit and the bride say, Come.  And let him that heareth say,  
Come.  And let him that is athirst come.  And whosoever will, let 
him take the water of life freely. 
 

Rossetti demonstrates through her written responses to this invitation that she 

can long for Christ to come even as she has learned the value of attending 

patiently for that coming.  A primary method by which Rossetti recognizes the 

in-breaking of the eternal God into the temporal existence of humanity is the 

Eucharist, and so she turns her gaze there at the close of The Face of the Deep.  Her 

prayers show that, while she did not profess anything approaching a full 

understanding of the mysteries of time and eternity, she did acknowledge the 

presence of God in the world even as she lived out the tension of the here-and-

not-yet Kingdom of God.   

Thus she asks that God “give us, I pray Thee, our meat in due season, 

now that meat which endureth unto everlasting life, hereafter the marriage 

supper of thy kingdom” (546).  Further, she writes that “Blessed is he that eateth 

Bread in the kingdom of God: in the Church Militant here, in the Church 

Triumphant hereafter.  With Thee here in a Mystery: with Thee hereafter face to 

Face” (547).  These passages express the sum total of Rossetti’s anagogical 

interpretation in The Face of the Deep—to seek the face of the deep, God himself—

but to do so with a patient and hopeful heart.  As we have seen, what is 

ultimately at stake in her view of time and eternity is her view of God—who he 
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is and what his purposes are for humanity.  Through the crafting of her theology 

of patience in The Face of the Deep, Rossetti ultimately found God not to be a cruel 

and harsh taskmaster who subjected his creatures to suffering and pain without 

any overarching purpose, but rather a God, outside of time, who nevertheless 

continually deigns to interact lovingly with his temporally-bound creation.  The 

discovery of these principles gives Rossetti the ability to express at the close of 

The Face of the Deep a patient confidence in God’s overarching providence, as she 

now trusts wholly and completely in the goodness of God.  She closes the work 

with a summary statement of this confidence, writing that “we have heard 

enough when God ceases to speak, and have learned enough when we have 

learned His will” (551). 
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Notes 
 
 

1The criticism is well-established and need not be rehearsed here.  For 
further reading on Christina Rossetti’s thematic treatment of death, see Marsh 4 
ff., Charles’s Christina Rossetti: Critical Perspectives (Selinsgrove: Susquehanna U 
P, 1985), 33-35, 37-39, 78-79, 120-25, Battiscombe’s Christina Rossetti: A Divided 
Life (New York: Holt, Reinhart and Winston, 1981), 41-42, and Bellas’s Christina 
Rossetti (Boston: Twayne, 1977), 53-56. 
 

2The question of an intermediate state between death and the resurrection 
is an important one, tackled most notably in Jerome McGann’s essay “The 
Religious Poetry of Christina Rossetti” (Critical Inquiry 10.1 (Sept. 1983): 127-144), 
but is not immediately relevant for the purposes of this chapter. 
 

3Of course, in our present age this mantle has been taken up by Tim 
LaHaye, who believes that “only the biblical illiterate is unable to see that these 
are the last days” (qtd. in Carl Olson’s Will Catholics Be Left Behind: A Catholic 
Critique of the Rapture and Today’s Prophecy Preachers (San Francisco: Ignatius, 
2003), 27).   
 

4Wheeler points out, for instance, that George Eliot’s Middlemarch has 
been interpreted apocalyptically by Frank Kermode and others (81, 81n).  Other 
salient texts include Tennyson’s In Memoriam (cf. Wheeler 102) and the novels of 
Dickens and Charlotte and Emily Bronte (cf. Wheeler 112 ff.).   
 

5Rossetti utilized both the RSV and the KJV as the source texts of her 
commentary.  It is true that the word “patience” does not appear in the KJV until 
Matthew, but it does appear once in the RSV in the Old Testament book of 
Proverbs. 
 

6Biographically, it is true that Rossetti encountered significant difficulties 
and doubts on her deathbed (cf. Marsh 567-68); nevertheless, this comment of 
Marsh’s comes at the end of her brief comments on The Face of the Deep and 
before she writes about Rossetti’s dying.  Marsh finds that “the main devotional 
thrust of the book is fear of evil” (555), and she cites a poem concerning the 
“scarlet woman” of Revelation as evidence for this fear.  These observations lead 
Marsh to the conclusion that Rossetti’s religion was “fearful” and that she found 
“little consolation” (556) in it.  Obviously, I disagree, as I find the “main 
devotional thrust” of the text to be the search for patience that counterbalances 
the frustrated longings of Rossetti’s earlier poetry. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Limited Knowledge and the Tractarian Doctrine of Reserve in The Face of the 
Deep 

 
 
For we know in part, and we prophesy in part.  But when that which is perfect is come, then that 

which is in part shall be done away.  When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a 
child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things.  For now we see 
through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as 

also I am known. 
—I Corinthians 13:9-12 

As we have seen thus far, The Face of the Deep, in its attitude toward 

Scriptural study, its exegetical method, and its theology of patience, owes much 

to patristic and medieval figures such as Augustine, Boethius, Anselm, and the 

monastic schoolmen.  As we have also noted, Rossetti subscribed to an Anglo-

Catholic faith that had a decidedly pre-Reformation bent.  This chapter seeks to 

situate Rossetti’s work more firmly in her own nineteenth century by noting the 

ways in which The Face of the Deep manifests a pre-Reformation doctrine, 

Reserve, that was reinvigorated and promulgated through the writings of her 

contemporaries Isaac Williams, John Keble, and John Henry Newman. 

Most recent criticism that deals in any depth with specific Tractarian 

tendencies in Rossetti’s prose tends to note the ways in which Rossetti’s position 

as a female interpreter of Scripture seems to contradict the “party line” of the 

Tractarians that would forbid women from such interpretive activity.  For 

example, while Robert Kachur’s “Repositioning the Female Christian Reader: 

Christina Rossetti as Tractarian Hermeneut in The Face of the Deep” seeks 

ostensibly to examine the ways in which Rossetti’s exegetical method can 

properly be called “Tractarian,” he focuses mainly on Rossetti’s use of 
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Tractarianism as a kind of subversive pattern of reading that shuns the 

authoritative voice of patriarchal biblical interpretation.  When Kachur does 

focus on specific Tractarian tenets, he examines Rossetti’s reliance on Keble’s 

notion of the interdependence of poetry and religion (cf. 196 ff.); but ultimately, 

he concludes that Rossetti “question[s] the patriarchal interpretations of the 

Bible handed down to her” (199).  Likewise, Joel Westerholm seeks to answer the 

question “how could a woman write and publish what are printed sermons [i.e. 

her devotional prose works] when her church forbade women’s preaching?” 

(11).  Hence his contention that, “however orthodox [Rossetti’s] Oxford 

Movement devotion is, in their existence her devotional writings contradict the 

teachings of the Tractarian leaders” (13) concerning Scriptural teaching by 

women. 

Kevin Mills’ “Pearl Divers of the Apocalypse” begins by resisting strictly 

biographical and/or psychological readings of The Face of the Deep.  Mills 

observes that Rossetti’s protestations about the limits of her own knowledge and 

authority are couched in the rhetoric of “surfaces” and “depths.”  Obviously, 

this rhetoric is reflected primarily in the title of the work, as Rossetti herself 

avers: “what I write professes to be a surface study of an unfathomable depth” 

(365, my emphasis).1  Following the typical line of criticism, Mills writes that 

“certain aspects of the commentary suggest that this perceived lack of 

interpretive authority and the intertextual reflection to which it gives rise are, at 

least in part, a matter of gender ideology” (27); however, he also comes to the 

more obvious and salient conclusion that Rossetti’s hesitation is “also a matter of 

what knowledge is legitimate within the bounds of faith and obedience” (27).   
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Mills comes close to finding that Rossetti’s theological hesitancy 

concerning the secret mysteries of God derives from the Tractarian teaching 

known as Reserve.  However, disappointingly, he ends his piece with conjecture 

about the relationship of Rossetti’s hesitancies in The Face of the Deep to personal 

psychological tendencies that she might have been afraid to explore2.  He 

believes that this psychological reading of The Face of the Deep, first set forth by 

Jan Marsh in her biography of Rossetti, “would help to explain why the 

encounters with Christ are couched in a double rhetoric of confrontation with 

eyes that see into the heart of hearts, and of the face-to-face meeting: a split 

desire to be made whole and yet to preserve the secret” (36).  I disagree strongly, 

as I believe that Rossetti’s contradictory desire comes rather from the Christian 

theological tradition that has always sought at once to explore and to hold in 

tension the relationship between the unknowable, incomprehensible reality we 

call God and his personal (and therefore knowable) incarnation in human form, 

Jesus Christ.  In this reading “preserving the secret” has nothing to do with 

repressed sexuality but rather with the Tractarian doctrine of Reserve, which 

cautions against speaking too hastily or certainly about the Incommensurable.  

Indeed, I wish to affirm George Tennyson’s contention that  

the biographical approach to [Rossetti’s] poetry, the strange, 
modern view that all longing must be sexual, especially if it is the 
longing of an unmarried Victorian woman, has obscured the extent 
to which Christina Rossetti’s poetry illustrates not Freud’s theory 
of art but Keble’s. (203) 
 

Tennyson goes on to note that “[m]uch has been made of Christina Rossetti’s 

yearnings in psychological terms, but not enough has been made of them in 

religious terms” (203).  While Tennyson speaks of the “yearnings” in Rossetti’s 

poetry, I wish to apply the same critical approach to the hesitancies Rossetti 
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expresses in The Face of the Deep, seeing them not as efforts to cloak hidden 

sexual trauma, but as genuine and theologically informed responses to the 

Incomprehensible as it is found in the text of Revelation. 

I believe that Mary Finn, in Writing the Incommensurable, comes closer than 

any other critic to an accurate and honest explanation of Rossetti’s humility and 

hesitancy in her religious writing as she narrates how Hopkins, Rossetti, and 

Kierkegaard all struggled to find a way to communicate in poetry and prose 

their account of the incommensurable act of belief. Finn notes, for example, that 

Kierkegaard, writing as Johannes Climacus in Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 

believes that this incommensurability cannot be communicated through any 

direct means, but only through a “strategy of indirection” (6) that is essentially 

poetic.  The preeminent example of such a strategy for Finn is found in Rossetti’s 

poem “Mirrors of Life and Death,” which begins:  “The mystery of Life, the 

mystery / Of Death, I see / Darkly as in a glass; / Their shadows pass / And 

talk with me” (1-5).  Each subsequent stanza begins with a simile that expresses 

another possible way of discerning the “mystery of life” in a shadowy or 

obscured fashion.  Further, Finn believes that Rossetti’s “allusion to Paul” (cf. I 

Corinthians 13) found in the first stanza “signifies both not much light and only 

qualified hope” (7) and that her “pervasive melancholy” draws on “the 

inexplicability of the actions attributable to the God in which [she] choose[s] to 

believe” (7).  Finn notes that Kierkegaard, Rossetti, and Hopkins all “wor[k] 

through a series of incommensurables” such as “theodicies, doctrines of 

atonement, the myth of Original Sin, [and] leaps of faith” (9).  Finn’s notation of 

these incommensurables is helpful, for I believe that Rossetti does reflect on 

certain aspects of God’s hidden will even as she expresses a profound reticence 
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in doing so.  Even so, Finn and others have failed to note that Rossetti’s work, 

especially in The Face of the Deep, is indebted chiefly to the Tractarian doctrine of 

Reserve when exploring these “incommensurables” through both poetry and 

prose. 

 
Rossetti and the Tractarians 

 
 Rossetti scholarship has firmly established both her Anglo-Catholicism in 

general and her particular relationship to the central figures of the Tractarian 

movement.  It is generally affirmed that Rossetti had considerable esteem for 

John Keble at least as a religious thinker if not necessarily as a poet.  Although 

biographer Georgina Battiscombe believes that Rossettti “did not admire” (180) 

The Christian Year, Keble’s extremely popular collection of liturgical poems, 

Antony Harrison contends that this was in fact “CGR’s favorite book of poems” 

(Letters IV.379).  In an essay on “Rossetti’s Devotionalist Ideology,” Harrison 

notes the “significant ‘hard’ evidence that she was attracted to works by 

members of the Oxford movement” (69).  He cites, for example, Rossetti’s 

“elegiac sonnet on Newman (Works, 280); her possession of his Dream of 

Gerontius; and her hand-illustrated and underlined copy of The Christian Year by 

Keble” (69).  Furthermore, Harrison establishes Rossetti’s admiration for Isaac 

Williams, noting that he is “mentioned admiringly in her preface to Seek and 

Find, and remarked upon repeatedly in her letters” (69). 

 Raymond Chapman’s Faith and Revolt provides further evidence of and 

argument for Rossetti’s full commitment to the Anglo-Catholic movement.  He 

notes Rossetti’s attendance at Christ Church Albany, her religious tutelage under 

William Dodsworth and W. H. Burrows, and her regular practice of auricular 
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confession (cf. 170-174).  Chapman further observes that Rossetti did not seem 

overtly attracted to the elaborate outward ceremonies of Anglo-Catholic 

worship, but that her religious experience was always mediated in an inward 

fashion; this for Chapman is “a distinctively Evangelical emphasis” (176) in 

Rossetti’s Christianity.  Any perceived inward turn to religious experience on 

Rossetti’s part, however, must be coupled with the Anglo-Catholic emphasis on 

mystery and transcendence, on God’s essential “otherness.”  Rossetti’s poetry 

and prose both give shape to the character of this conflict between simultaneous 

intimacy with Christ and distance from him.  As Chapman notes, “the sense of 

numinous awe which the Oxford Movement had restored to matter-of-fact 

Christianity was bound to result in a strong feeling of unworthiness and a 

striving for self-effacement” (184).  It is telling here that Chapman uses this 

phrase “numinous awe,” since it directly bears on the Tractarian doctrine of 

Reserve:  there is an inherent link between Rossetti’s self-abnegation and her 

unwillingness to probe deeply into the mystery of God.  Chapman makes this 

link more explicit when he contends that, “for Christina, the tremendous sense 

of awe as a creature of a commanding God who offered eternal communion as 

the reward of obedience inevitably led to a rejection of worldly values” (185).  

Rossetti’s humble renunciations, in this reading, become ways of coping with the 

tension between the desire for union with God and the recognition of this God 

as a being wholly beyond mortal conception. 

George Tennyson, in Victorian Devotional Poetry, has made the most 

explicit connections between Rossetti and the Tractarians, even as he consciously 

suggests that further study along those lines be undertaken.  He claims no less 

than that “Christina Rossetti is the true inheritor of the Tractarian devotional 
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mode in poetry” (198).  Against purely biographical criticism, Tennyson desires 

a criticism that sees Rossetti “as a devotional poet, one that takes account of the 

preceding generation of Tractarian poetry as a seedfield for much of her own 

verse”’ (199).  Tennyson does not stop with the relationship of Tractarianism to 

Rossetti’s poetry; he further observes that “Tractarian tendencies are at work in 

her so-called prose works, which are in many instances more like the hybrid 

forms of Isaac Williams than like conventional prose writings” (202).  In the two-

and-a-half decades since Tennyson’s book, a few critics have undertaken the task 

of linking Rossetti’s poetry to the aesthetic concerns of the Tractarians; however, 

little criticism has attempted to tie any specifically theological Tractarian doctrines 

such as Reserve to the devotional prose work of Rossetti, as this chapter intends 

to do. 

 
 (Re)Affirmations of Mystery in Nineteenth-Century Theology 

 
 While it is relatively safe to assert that negative theology was a formative 

and central strand of pre-Reformation Christian theology,3 its influence from the 

Reformation onward is less easily discernible.  In The Domestication of 

Transcendence William Placher points out, for example, the ways in which the 

Reformers’ ideas concerning the mystery of God’s secret decrees were perverted 

by their followers, leading to an over-rationalized and quintessentially un-

mysterious Christianity.  In “The Formation of Mind: Trinity and Understanding 

in Newman,” Mark McIntosh relates the specific doctrine of the Trinity to this 

larger loss of mystery, noting that 

by the end of the seventeenth century disputes about the nature 
and validity of the doctrine of the Trinity—the paradigmatic 
mystery—had rendered trinitarian thought so antagonistic and 
wearisome, in the general climate of opinion, that the very mention 
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of the Trinity seemed in danger of becoming . . . a ‘free-thinker’s’ 
favorite bogey-man. (138)   
 

McIntosh sees this distaste for mystery naturally coinciding with the rise of 

deism, which relied on an analytic language that “needed a complete one-to-one 

correspondence between word and idea or thing” (139).  John Henry Newman 

contended, on the contrary, that religious language, “like poetry . . . does not 

permit the language to be fixed into a noetic possession” (139):  such univocal 

utterances concerning God would constrain the Almighty to the confines of 

feeble human discourse. 

 McIntosh sees John Henry Newman as the reviver of, if not negative 

theology per se, then at least a more complex sense of mystery, mediated through 

religious language, than had held sway since the Reformation.  Newman, 

however, was anything but simplistic or anti-rationalist in his approach to the 

mystery of the Christian faith, as anyone who has attempted to navigate the 

extraordinarily complex classifications of his Grammar of Assent will attest.  

Newman made it a central point of his life’s work to find a grounding for 

religious belief that went deeper than mere rationalism, one that could account 

for the ultimate ineffability of religious expression while at the same time 

recognizing the essential human desire to communicate with God.  McIntosh 

notes this tension between the cataphatic (“the concrete form by which the 

person comes to know God”) and apophatic (“the surpassing of all conceptual 

knowledge” (148)) in Newman:  

While the mysteries of holy church may only be expressions ‘of 
truths to which the human mind is unequal’, they are clearly 
nonetheless, in Newman’s view, the divinely appointed means for 
forming the mind and drawing it into converse with eternity which 
alone can illuminate the mind with truth. (149) 
 



 
108 

 

In Grammar of Assent, Newman concludes that the search for God is both difficult 

and necessary, a search whose complexity teaches true knowledge of God.  

Newman contends that, “as if on set purpose, [God] has made this path of 

thought [inquiry after God] rugged and circuitous above other investigations, 

that the very discipline inflicted on our minds in finding Him, may mould them 

into due devotion to Him when He is found” (276).  God’s hiddenness is thus 

deliberate, so that without his own illumination the search for him is futile.  For 

Newman, since God is not found easily, the arduous quest for theological truth 

becomes more central than its finding and delineation in a neat and perspicuous 

fashion.  

 Newman’s thoughts on these matters were certainly not arrived at in a 

vacuum.  George Tennyson notes that all of the early members of the Oxford 

Movement were interested in formulating the tenet of Reserve, this general 

hesitancy toward precise, rational religious knowledge.  He writes of the 

relationship between Keble and Newman on the teaching: 

Keble’s attitude toward reserve was that of the traditionalist who 
had received the doctrine and always adhered to it, whereas 
Newman’s was that of the more speculative and adventurous mind 
that seized upon the doctrine as discovery and refined and 
developed it. (46) 
   

Nevertheless, “whatever the differences in emphasis among the Tractarians,” 

Tennyson observes, “all shared the doctrine and exhibited its effects in all they 

did” (46).  In fact, it was neither Newman nor Keble who made the official 

literary pronouncement on Reserve, but Isaac Williams in Tracts 80 and 87 

(Tennyson 44).  Tennyson offers a succinct definition of the doctrine as 

promulgated by the Tractarians: 
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Briefly, the idea of Reserve is that since God is ultimately 
incomprehensible, we can know Him only indirectly; His truth is 
hidden and given to us only in a manner suited to our capacities 
for apprehending it.  Moreover, it is both unnecessary and 
undesirable that God and religious truth generally should be 
disclosed in their fullness at once to all regardless of the differing 
capacities of individuals to apprehend such things.  (45) 
 

As we shall see, the implications of such a doctrine are rich for both theological 

and literary expression, as they bear directly on the ways in which one 

approaches the reading and interpretation of Scripture as well as the language 

one uses to describe God and one’s encounter with Him. 

 
Tracts 80 and 87: Isaac Williams and Reserve 

 
 It is important at this point to examine in some detail Isaac Williams’ 

Tracts 80 and 87, entitled “On Reserve in Communicating Religious 

Knowledge,” in order to gain a fuller understanding of the Tractarians’ approach 

to the doctrine of Reserve in this its most concentrated statement.  Williams 

begins with the reason for the exploration of the subject of Reserve; it is “to 

ascertain, whether there is not in GOD’S dealings with mankind, a very 

remarkable holding back of sacred and important truths, as if the knowledge of 

them were injurious to persons unworthy of them” (IV.2).  We see here that 

Williams’ concern is not necessarily with the impossibility of human knowledge 

when it comes to the secret mysteries of God, but rather with the conscious 

withholding of that knowledge on God’s part for the better good of humanity, 

specifically from those “persons unworthy” of such knowledge.  Williams does 

not believe that God withholds such knowledge as “a mark of judicial 

punishment . . . denoting the anger of the Almighty” (IV.2).  Rather, for 

whatever reason (indeed, to question the reason would defeat the doctrine), God 
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combines his “exceeding desire to communicate that knowledge [of Himself]” 

with “a tendency to conceal, and throw a veil over it, as if it were injurious to us, 

unless we were of a certain disposition to receive it” (IV.2).  Again we see that 

God’s reason for withholding knowledge of a certain kind is mainly that such 

knowledge might be “injurious” to humanity. 

 For Williams, the character of this hidden knowledge is both various and 

expansive, but one of its most salient characteristics is its infinitude, which thus 

prompts and endless human longing after it.  Williams thus notes that “this 

knowledge is always spoken of as something so vast, and, as I said, infinite, that 

persons seem never to be addressed as if they had attained, so much as urged on 

to the greater attainment” (IV.39).  In this way, we see how Williams essentially 

reiterates Newman’s statements in Grammar of Assent concerning the importance 

of the search for divine truth rather than the finding and expository distribution 

of such knowledge. 

 Further, Williams stresses that practical obedience is a corollary aspect of 

the doctrine of Reserve, since a purely speculative approach to the knowledge of 

God has produced heresy.  He believes that “attempts to explain the doctrine of 

the Trinity . . . have ended in Arianism” and attempts “to explain CHRIST’S 

presence in the Holy Communion . . . have led to Transubstantiation” (IV.45).  

For Williams, the Trinity and the Real Presence are crucially important doctrines, 

“contain[ing] great sacred truths of the very highest possible importance that we 

should know” (IV.45), and yet God will in fact punish those who idly speculate 

about them: “if we attempt to arrive at any knowledge of them by speculation, 

or any other mode but that of practical obedience, that knowledge is withheld, 

and we are punished for the attempt” (IV.45).  In the same tract, Williams later 
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acknowledges that there is a knowledge of God, “boundless in extent and 

infinitely good”; however, “unless that obedience lead us, as it were by the hand, 

we shall never arrive at this inner temple [of knowledge]” (IV.47). 

Williams concludes Tract 87 by noting that the way to the knowledge of 

God is “narrow and confined” (V.123).  He believes therefore that  

it is not by speculative inquiry, nor learned research, but by 
deepest humiliation of soul and body, that we must feel after Him, 
and expect pain and trouble in doing so, knowing that He is ‘a 
consuming fire,’ and therefore will burn up what is human about 
us, as we approach him.  (V.123). 
 

Perhaps the most telling phrase here is the one taken from Acts 17, in Paul’s 

sermon on Mars Hill in Athens:  “feel after Him.”  For Williams, even with the 

Divine Revelation of God in Scripture and in the Sacraments, seeking after God 

remains a dark enterprise lightened only by obedience, since “GOD dwelleth in 

secret, and by faith only can be discerned.  Faith is the key to His secret 

treasures” (V.124). 

 Lastly, it should be noted that Williams believed that, since it is the divine 

record of the inscrutable God’s dealings with humankind, Scripture itself 

exercises Reserve through its “depth and vastness of type, analogy, and 

prophecy” (V.105), and therefore should not be treated lightly.  He held the 

study of Scripture to be one of the Disciplina Arcani, the “hidden disciplines” of 

the Church Fathers (cf. V.8-11), and therefore believed that Scripture should not 

be widely disseminated to the masses, only being gradually revealed to those 

who have grown in holiness.  He criticizes what he sees to be “an impatience at 

any book being held back from any person, as too high and sacred for them” 

(IV.63).  Those who treat the Scriptures lightly act as though “human thought 

could grasp their systems, could limit their meanings, and say to that boundless 
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ocean in which the Almighty walks, ‘Hitherto shalt Thou come and no further’” 

(V.119).  Hasty and wide dissemination of Scripture also leads to needless 

theological controversy, in Williams’ view, since individualistic readings of 

Scripture remain untested by the established traditions of the Church.  Centuries 

of “jealous controversy” could have been avoided had St. Chrysostom’s 

reverential method of approaching the reading and interpretation of Scripture 

been followed: 

Let us not then with noise, or tumult enter in, but with a mystical 
silence. In this city must all be quiet and stand with soul and ear 
erect.  For the letters not of an earthly king, but of the LORD of 
angels are on the point of being read.  (V.120) 
 
 
Rossetti’s Exhibition of Reserve in The Face of the Deep 

  Rossetti begins The Face of the Deep with the statement that “obedience is 

the key of knowledge, not knowledge of obedience” (10); she ends the work in 

much the same manner, encouraging her readers to ”obey to the limit of 

knowledge, and in all probability obedience may extend knowledge” (531).  Just 

as Williams affirmed in Tracts 80 and 87, so did Rossetti believe that the most 

central way to knowledge is through obedience.  Her method of ascertaining 

knowledge, specifically knowledge of God, is primarily ethical; that is, she 

contends that we know God by doing His will, not by indulging in sophistical 

speculation.  And yet Rossetti does seek to explain this most dense and obscure 

text of the Bible.   Obedience is her starting point, but obedience itself is not 

necessarily her ending point.  For example, Rossetti notes that Mary is a pattern 

of obedience, as she responded to God’s call affirmatively; yet she also “kept 

mysterious intimations vouchsafed to her, and pondered them in her heart” (12).  

So even though she did “first answe[r] in simple obedience,” Mary subsequently 
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“pondered” what had been revealed to her, pursuing “all mysteries and all 

knowledge” (12).   Rossetti thus exhorts her readers to action while at the same 

time exploring, within certain limits, the mysteries and knowledge contained in 

the Apocalypse, since it is “lawful” so to do.  

 Rossetti makes knowledge subordinate to obedience at many points 

throughout the text.  She sees herself and her readers as embarking upon a 

journey through the text of Revelation, using St. John as their guide.  The 

precondition for such guidance, however, is the reader’s rightly predisposed 

heart.  Thus when St. John cries “Behold” in Revelation 1:7, Rossetti writes that 

he is “about to make us see with his eyes and hear with his ears, if only we will 

understand with hearts akin to his own” (19).  Yet Rossetti sees this likeness to 

John, this unity of his spirit with the reader’s spirit, as coming at the expense of 

“knowledge,” since “our likeness to St. John (if by God’s grace we assume any 

vestige of such glory) must include faith and love, but need not involve more 

than an elementary degree of knowledge” (19).  Furthermore, she notes that the 

only obligation really enjoined upon the Christian in the right study of Scripture 

is belief and obedience; plenary understanding itself is not required:  “We are 

bound to believe and obey:  we may live, and haply we may die, before being 

called upon to recognize hidden meanings” (19).  Rossetti later notes that “it is 

nobler to believe than to understand” (46). 

Rossetti here is not encouraging a vapid anti-intellectualism, but rather is 

expressing what she believes to be a proper reticence when approaching the 

awesome mysteries of God’s judgment as expressed in Revelation.  She realizes 

that “humility and prayer will guard us against culpable misunderstanding” 

(19); that is, the Augustinian predisposition to charity will guide Christian 
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interpretation of the Scriptures.  Yet there is a reticence (also Augustinian) which 

believes that humility and prayer have their limits, for they “may not for the 

present confer understanding” (19, my emphasis).  This is a theory of limited or 

delayed understanding:  the Christian is given a certain amount of 

understanding of the things of God in this life, but is restrained from fully 

exploring the mysteries of God until the contemplation of the Beatific Vision in 

the life to come.  For this reason, Rossetti can call St. John “our pattern of a 

gracious partial ignorance” (19, my emphasis).   

Revelation 5:1-3 provides Rossetti with further opportunity to expound 

upon the theory of limited knowledge or partial ignorance, as it recounts the 

book of God’s judgments that remains shut tight with seven seals.  To Rossetti, 

this unknown and forbidden book represents the incomprehensibility of divine 

providence.  She notes therefore that this book is “sealed, inscrutable: evidently 

containing a message, but that message withheld” (166).  Yet the very fact that it 

is sealed means that “it [does] deliver a message by reason of that very 

withholding” (166).  This message is humility, repentance, and alertness; God’s 

inscrutability teaches believers their radical difference from, and dependence on, 

himself.  Rossetti then encounters in verses 2-4 the question asked in heaven, 

“who is worthy to open the book, and to loose the seals thereof?”  She notes that 

the “solution was forthcoming, only not at once” (168), again demonstrating the 

partial ignorance that trusts in an eventual fullness of knowledge. Rossetti goes 

on to say that “this world nowadays resounds with questions not yet 

answerable” (168, my emphasis).  The image she utilizes to describe this partial 

ignorance, this “question left for the moment without an answer,” is that of a 

door to heaven through which believers can but glimpse (cf. 168).  Ultimately, 
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Rossetti is driven back to humble patience by these meditations on partial 

ignorance, recognizing with Newman that the search for God is itself a divinely 

ordained discipline that St. John underwent: “heaven endured such discipline, 

and well may earth: St. John endured it, and well may I” (168). 

It is not that Rossetti believes in complete ignorance:  otherwise, there 

would be little point in carefully exploring the text of Revelation for 552 pages.  

This encouragement toward interpretation even in the face of ignorance comes 

with Rossetti’s gloss of Revelation 1:8, in which Christ says that he is the “Alpha 

and Omega” (23).  For Rossetti, this symbolism of Christ as beginning and 

ending is “an instance of symbolical language accommodated to human 

apprehension” (23) and thus gives her encouragement to continue in her effort at 

interpretation, since “God condescends to teach us somewhat we can learn, and 

in a way by which we are capable of learning it” (23).  Here she reiterates 

Williams’ essential claim that Reserve is designed to reveal truth gradually to the 

faithful and to conceal it perpetually from the unfaithful, so that the knowledge 

of God, which is “given to certain dispositions,” is “not cast loosely on the 

world” (IV.48). 

There are two broad categories into which we might place Rossetti’s more 

explicit statements concerning Reserve in The Face of the Deep; one seeks to avoid 

the pitfalls and dangers of “secular knowledge,” of studying too intimately the 

evil of this world.  There is in this type of Reserve the assumption that the study 

of evil may well result in an unwholesome attraction to it.  The other is a broader 

hesitancy to dive too deeply into the secret decrees of God.  For Rossetti, God’s 

judgments, as in the metaphor of the book of seven seals, are inherently above 

and beyond mortal comprehension. 
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Rossetti exhibits this first type of Reserve in a discourse on the “war in 

heaven” passage of Revelation 12:7-9, in which Michael and the angels cast out 

Satan.  She believes that “the mystery inherent in evil is its existence; not, 

assuming that existence, its punishment” (319); hence her confession that 

“absolute darkness engulfs [her] when [she] attempt[s] to realize the origin of 

evil” (319).  It is a mystery too deep for contemplation:  the only pronouncement 

Rossetti can ultimately make about evil, that which she “dare[s] not hesitate to 

hold fast and assert,” is that “evil had its origin in the free choice of a free will,” 

(319) so that God is not in the least responsible for its creation.  Rossetti exhibits 

here the second type of Reserve, that of hesitation when probing the secret 

mysteries of God.  In her commentary on this same passage, however, she moves 

again toward the first type of Reserve, that of reluctance when examining the 

sources and aims of “secular knowledge.”4  Rossetti is very concerned that she 

not demonstrate any smattering of pity for evil, no psychological explanation of 

it, nor any fascination with its grossest personification in Satan.  To this end, she 

writes that  

whilst studying the devil I must take heed that my study become 
not devilish by reason of sympathy.  As to gaze down a precipice 
seems to fascinate the gazer towards a shattering fall; so is it 
spiritually perilous to gaze on excessive wickedness, lest its 
immeasurable scale should fascinate us as if it were colossal 
without being monstrous.  (321) 
 

Rossetti then quotes a lengthy passage from her sister Maria’s Shadow of 

Dante that establishes the essentially repulsive nature of Dante’s devils (as 

opposed to the attractive nature of Milton’s Satan).  As Maria notes, the demons 

of the Inferno “are hateful and hated” (322).  Christina is in full agreement with 

her sister’s contention that “Dante is guiltless of seducing any soul of man 
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towards making or calling Evil his Good” (322), just as she herself hesitates from 

exploring the character of evil lest she “seduce” any souls toward sin.  Rossetti 

abstains from what she feels to be idle “curiosity,” since “though it be not a sin 

[it] forms a highway for sin” (520).  Ultimately, however, Rossetti brings 

together both types of Reserve—both the restraint before the mysterious things 

of God and also the avoidance of secular knowledge:  “to study the Apocalypse 

out of idle curiosity would turn it, so far as the student’s self were concerned, 

into a branch of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil” (531).  To delve 

too deeply into Satanic evil or to crave too much for worldly understanding of 

these divine matters is ultimately to desire the eternal perspective of God that is 

forbidden to humans.  So it is that Rossetti follows her comment on “idle 

curiosity” by noting that “what came of Eve’s curious investigation of the 

original Tree we all know” (531).  For Rossetti, as for Williams, there are simply 

some aspects of divine knowledge that are forbidden to human inquiry. 

Rossetti’s comments on John’s description of the risen and glorified Christ 

demonstrate further caution when approaching the symbolic representation of 

God and the mysteries of his judgments.  (The title page of the commentary cites 

Psalm 36:6, “Thy judgments are a great deep,” implying that these judgments 

are at least one of the “faces” of the deep that Rossetti explores in the text.)  

Rossetti intends in this section to discuss Christ’s role as the destroyer of the 

antichrist; yet we see her reticence in doing so, as she makes implicit in the many 

qualifications she offers before her primary conjecture:  

Now without aiming at matters too wonderful for me which I 
know not, and amongst them must obviously be included those 
times and seasons which the Father hath put in His own power; 
and therefore without hazarding conjectures touching the coming 
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of the last antichrist, I turn to St. John’s first Epistle and read . . . 
(38)   
 

The verse she turns to warns that anyone who denies Christ can be called an 

antichrist, that there exists a “spirit of antichrist,” not just one specific figure.  

Rossetti sees this spirit of anti-Christian denial at work in her own seemingly 

pious age in “much which at this day is said and written amongst us” (38).  But 

these explorations into the darker aspects of the human experience cause 

Rossetti to hesitate and draw back, as she immediately offers a series of short, 

pithy statements concerning the pitfalls of knowledge: 

 It is wiser to remain ignorant than to learn evil. 
Evil knowledge acquired in one willful moment of curiosity may 
harass and haunt us to the end of our time.  And how after the end 
of our time? 

 It is better to avoid doubts than to reject them. 
 To study a difficulty is too often to incur one. 

“Who is blind as he that is perfect, and blind as the Lord’s 
servant?”  They especially are bound to such reserve who have 
been in familiar contact with any living example of holy 
intellectual self-restraint: and amongst these am I, who for years 
enjoyed intercourse with one thus truly wise, and before me in 
many gifts and graces.   (38-39) 
 

Here, we see Rossetti again exercising acute restraint when exploring the nature 

and character of evil.  She obviously feels that investigations into these matters 

are too tempting, that this type of “curiosity” could result in a too-intimate 

familiarity with evil.  More troubling, perhaps, are her comments concerning 

doubts and difficulties, for they seem to go beyond the context of her previous 

remarks concerning evil.  Rossetti does indeed seem to be saying that the 

intellectual difficulties associated with belief are best left unexplored, as 

exploring them could possibly result in skepticism.  But there is also evidence in 

the text to suggest that Rossetti, like Williams, believes in gradations of faith, so 

that more immature believers need to be shielded from doubts while seasoned 
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believers are more apt to pursue certain types of knowledge.  She later asks in a 

prayer that, “if our faith be too weak to encounter doubtful disputations, I 

beseech Thee so far strengthen it that by Thy grace we may humbly avoid them” 

(168).  Finally, we see that Rossetti does explicitly refer to both “reserve” and 

“holy intellectual self-restraint” (39) as qualities to be earnestly sought by the 

Christian, and, where found in others, to be imitated. 

While Rossetti hesitates in many respects to probe the exact nature of evil, 

she is far more hesitant to explore the awful mystery of God’s anger and 

punishment.  She acknowledges that she “cannot understand, can only bow 

down before, the mystery of [God’s] wrath” (220), asking Him to “preserve [her] 

from darkening counsel by words without knowledge” (220).  The knowledge of 

God’s wrath is a type of knowledge inscrutable and unrevealed to humanity, 

and therefore any human, even one attempting to expound upon the words of 

God as revealed in Scripture, cannot definitively speak (“darkening counsel by 

words”) of this knowledge.  Further, Rossetti deliberately recalls Job 38, in which 

God, after listening to Job’s accusations, answers him out of a whirlwind.  God 

asks Job a series of questions that establish God’s perfect knowledge as the 

creator and sustainer of life, comparing it to Job’s meager knowledge in the face 

of such divinity.  Rossetti closes her comments on this passage with Job’s reply:  

“Behold, I am vile: what shall I answer Thee?  I will lay my hand upon my 

mouth.  Once I have spoken; but I will not answer: yea, twice, but will proceed 

no further” (220).  Ultimately, Rossetti follows the example of Job, as well as of 

the Tractarians and the entire apophatic tradition, in recognizing that, as Isaac 

Williams puts it, “silence may often best speak” (IV.53) the mystery of God. 
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We find again another example of Rossetti’s reticence to probe into the 

secret things of God, especially his judgment of the wicked, in her exegesis of 

Revelation 6:8, which describes the “pale horse” of Death.  To this rider, the text 

notes, is given the power “over the fourth part of the earth, to kill with the 

sword, and with hunger, and with death, and with the beasts of the earth” (206).   

As Rossetti ruminates on this awful prophecy, she notes its similarity to a 

prophecy of Ezekiel in which God comes to destroy with a sword.  God’s wrath 

is so great in this passage that he will not spare the land, even if some of his most 

righteous servants are present there:  “though Noah, Daniel, and Job, were in it, 

as I live, saith the Lord God, they shall deliver neither son nor daughter; they 

shall but deliver their own souls by their righteousness” (208).  This prophecy 

further recalls to Rossetti’s mind a passage from Psalm 49:7-9, which states that 

“no man may deliver his brother: nor make agreement unto God for him; for it 

cost more to redeem their souls: so that he must let that alone for ever; yea, 

though he live long: and see not the grave” (208).  Ostensibly, both passages 

reveal no Christian hope, as they seem to place the burden of sin on each 

individual’s soul, forcing him or her to live in perfect righteousness to attain 

heaven and avoid God’s judgment.  However, Rossetti believes that the psalm 

“darkly and in part by a negative affirms a Divine Mystery” (208).  As she 

explains, “what ‘no man’ can do, Christ did; and therefore cannot but be God as 

well as man.  And He did it not by living long and not seeing the grave, to which 

no covenanted redemptive virtue was attached; but by being cut off out of the 

land of the living and making his grave with the wicked” (208).  Here, Rossetti 

recognizes that even Scripture itself exercises Reserve, since it can “darkly” and 

“negative[ly]” affirm the “Divine Mystery” of the substitutionary atonement, in 
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which Christ, through his death and descent into hell (“making his grave with 

the wicked”), propitiates the just wrath of God. 

 It is evident that Rossetti could have chosen no more suitable text in 

which to exercise Reserve than the book of Revelation; its very name suggests 

that, to explore it, one will be forced to examine the contentious relationship 

throughout Christian theological history between what is revealed to humanity 

by God and what He reserves to Himself until the last day.  This tension 

explains why, for instance, Rossetti continually hesitates to assign particular 

literal or historical contexts to the obscure symbols in the text.  For instance, in 

her exploration of Revelation 13:18, which states that the number of the beast is 

666 (a cipher that has proved all-too-tempting for eager prognosticators 

throughout the centuries), Rossetti simply rehearses biblical quotes on the value 

of wisdom.  She ends her comments on this passage not by exploring all the 

possible meanings of such a number or of assigning a particular name to the 

numerical formula in the text; rather, she specifically hesitates from doing so, 

writing that “I must beware of scrutinizing any text of Holy Scripture as if it 

were a puzzle or a riddle.  I must beware of making guesses at what is withheld 

from me” (350).  Further, she finds that St. John himself, in the recounting of 

Christ’s prophetic message, could not question the intricate and obscure symbols 

he was seeing, as he “was once contented to repeat his Lord’s precise words 

without attempt at elucidation” (350).    

 Rossetti’s comments on Revelation 5:6 indicate further her somewhat 

piecemeal approach to the knowledge of God as apprehended through 

Scripture.  It is clear that Rossetti believes that there is an overarching narrative 

uniting all of Scripture, “a thread of perfect sequence . . . binding it into one 
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sacred and flawless whole” (174).  Of Revelation specifically, she notes that “its 

thread doubtless consists unbroken” (174).  But, again, she believes her own 

perception of this unifying line to be faulty:  “not so do feeble eyes discern it . . . 

my clue is at the best woven of broken lights and shadows, here a little and there 

a little” (174).  The best Rossetti can do as a humble, reserved Scriptural exegete, 

given the limitations of her knowledge, is to approach Scripture in a rather 

perspectival fashion.  She believes that she “can but study piece by piece, word 

by word, unworthy even to behold the little [she] seem[s] to observe” (174).  The 

metaphor Rossetti uses to describe this piecemeal approach to Scriptural 

interpretation concerns her shifting perspective of a rock she once saw at sea: 

[Y]ears ago I abode some while within sight of a massive sea rock, 
[and] I used to see it put on different appearances: it seemed to 
float baseless in air, its summit vanished in cloud, it displayed 
upon its surface varied markings, it passed from view altogether in 
a mist, in fronted me distinct and solid far into the luminous 
northern summer night, still appearing many and various while all 
the time I knew it to be one and the same.  (174) 
 

So does Rossetti view the book of Revelation from various aspects, “disjointed 

portions, some to [her]self inexplicable, some not unmistakably defined,” even 

as she knows it to be “one congruous, harmonious whole” (174).   

In this way, Rossetti actually reiterates John Henry Newman’s theory of 

“perspectivism,” which is related to Reserve in its recognition that no single 

finite human mind has the ability to grasp the fullness of Divine Truth.  

Newman also utilized spatial metaphors to demonstrate, however, that enough 

limited perspectives placed together could circle round and sufficiently define 

their object.  He writes in An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine that 

views of a material object may be taken from points so remote or 
opposed, that they seem at first sight incompatible, and especially 
as their shadows will be disproportionate, or even monstrous, and 
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yet all these anomalies will disappear and all these contrarieties be 
adjusted, on ascertaining the point of vision or the surface of 
projection in each case. (34-35) 
 

Newman uses this spatial metaphor to explain that varied perspectives of an 

idea, like an object, “are capable of coalition, and of a resolution into the object to 

which it belongs”; furthermore, “the prima facie dissimilitude of [an idea’s] 

aspects becomes, when explained, an argument for its substantiveness and 

integrity” (35).  Such, ultimately, is Rossetti’s view of Scripture and Reserve:  the 

doctrine of Reserve as she received it from Williams takes a very high view of 

Scripture, even discouraging the naïve and uninitiated from plunging into its 

perilous seas without a humble spirit and an obedient heart.  But, like Newman, 

Rossetti believes in the substantial unity of the message of Scripture as a whole, 

and particularly Revelation itself.  This belief allows her to proceed in her 

“piecemeal” fashion, expressing the proper Reserve towards those passages of 

Revelation that seem to contradict the central principle of Divine Love that 

ostensibly governs all Sacred Scripture. 

 
Reserve and Poetic Language 

 
 Thus far, we have focused solely on the prose of The Face of the Deep and 

its relationship to the Tractarian doctrine of Reserve.  While others have noted 

various ways in which Rossetti’s poetry is, in George Tennyson’s words, “the 

inheritor” of the Tractarian poetic sensibility, I would like specifically to explore 

the poetry of The Face of the Deep as another element through which Tractarian 

Reserve operates. 

 Isaac Williams and John Keble both share the Romantic conviction that 

poetry springs from an overflow of emotion.  In a lecture on Lockhart’s Life of 
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Scott, as George Tennyson points out, Keble defines poetry as “the indirect 

expression in words, most appropriately in metrical words, of some 

overpowering emotion, or ruling taste, or feeling, the direct indulgence whereof 

is somehow repressed” (qtd. in Tennyson 50).  While Isaac Williams, in Tracts 80 

and 87 on Reserve, mentions poetry only twice, his comments echo Keble’s 

sentiments.  Immediately preceding these comments, Williams writes of the 

small size and influence both of the Jewish nation and of the early Christians 

relative to the much larger and more influential nations and movements 

surrounding them.  Part of this disproportionate influence quietly but surely and 

steadily changing the world derives from “that reserve, or retiring delicacy, 

which exists naturally in a good man, unless injured by external motives, and 

which is of course the teaching of GOD through him” (IV.53).  Williams 

continues to note in more detail that the primary characteristic of such 

“delicacy” is “strong and deep feeling,” which “ha[s] been considered the 

characteristic of genuine poetry, as distinguishing it from that which is only 

fictitious of poetic feeling” (IV.53).  At this point Williams is not speaking overtly 

of religious feeling, but of the general emotive experience characteristic of all 

poetry; however, he feels that “such a reserve on other subjects of sublime or 

delicate feeling is only a type of the same in religion” (IV.53).  For Williams, 

religious reserve  

must be much greater, inasmuch as it comprehends all feelings and 
all conduct which are directed to Him who is invisible, and who 
reads the language of the heart, and to whom silence may often 
best speak.  Every thing which has GOD for its end gives rise to 
feelings which do not admit of expression.  (IV.53) 
 

Poetry, in Williams’ understanding, is a natural method by which one 

approaches the ineffable; it requires that one approximate the poetic use of 
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images by “introduc[ing] relation and comparison, which necessarily must be 

drawn from human and inferior objects” (IV.54).  For Williams, “[w]hen that 

reserve is cast aside, there is a want of true and deep feeling [i.e. poetry],” and 

therefore poetic language is also cast aside through “the rejection of strong, 

typical, and figurative, and, therefore, half-secret expressions with which deep 

feeling is apt to clothe itself” (IV.54). 

 Williams’ second and last remark on poetry comes in Tract 87 (the 

continuation of Tract 80).  Here, he denounces the modern evangelical turn 

toward preaching, believing that an overemphasis on sermonizing has lessened 

the importance of prayer and the Sacraments.  He finds that it is “taken for 

granted, that eloquence in speech is the most powerful means of promoting 

religion in the world” (V.73).  And yet when Williams attempts to find Scriptural 

warrant for preaching, or “oratory” as he also calls it, as the primary means of 

propagating the Gospel, he cannot find it.  Scripture, he argues, is essentially 

poetic and therefore exercises Reserve:   

Many parts of [Scripture] consist of poetry, none of oratory; and it 
is remarkable that the former partakes more of this reserve, the 
latter less so.  It speaks of instruction, ‘precept upon precept, line 
upon line, here a little and there a little,’ but never of powerful 
appeals of speech.  (V.73) 
 

Williams then provides ample examples of indirection in the Scriptures, from the 

prophets to the parables of Jesus; these polysemous utterances, he argues, are 

ultimately the divinely appointed—and therefore the most effective—means of 

communicating religious truth. 

John Keble’s Praelectiones Academicae, lectures he gave as Professor of 

Poetry at Oxford University, further elaborate a Tractarian theory of Reserve in 

poetry.  Keble begins Lecture II by noting the seemingly contradictory impulse 
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that other Tractarians also affirm—the impulse to communicate the 

incommensurable coupled with a holy reverence that hesitates to do so.  He 

writes therefore that, while “there is no part of life or conduct which is not 

affected by the sincere desire to avoid offending a Higher Power,” yet “the 

feelings of worship are above all others full of sanctity and awe” (I.33).  He 

speaks of these feelings as being expunged from worshipers, who need to 

“relieve their hidden emotion” (I.34).  The most obvious way that they do so is 

through poetry, which “facilitate[s], yet without prejudice to modest reserve, the 

expression of glowing emotion” (I.36).  Keble furthermore elaborates this rather 

expressive definition of poetry in Lecture IV on the origins of poetry, writing 

that Hebrew poetry as expressed by the prophets is a “primitive poetry, which is 

of all poetry freest from artifice and affectation, [and] was adopted as a solace for 

human ills” (I.62).  But perhaps more important for our discussion is Keble’s 

contention that poetry has always contained as its kernel a “desire to relieve 

thoughts that could not be controlled; whether the poems were secular or sacred; 

whether it was grief or joy, love or ambition by which men were stirred” (I.65-

66).   

 Keble’s thoughts turn more explicitly to the doctrine of Reserve in Lecture 

V, in which he explores the notion that the poet does not completely lay bare his 

emotional state, for he “cannot bring himself to confess all to all men, but like a 

harp lightly touched, he needs but very few notes to convey his real meaning to 

sympathetic hearts” (I.73).  Keble calls this “human instinct of reserve,” this 

certain reticence in poetic expression, “the very pivot on which our whole theory 

turns” (I.73).  It is only in the “Primary” poets, those who “write from the heart,” 

that Keble finds “that modest reserve,” which he “might even compare . . . to the 
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modest blush of a country maiden” (I.84).  These grandest of poets, instead of 

“outdoing their rivals in the production of what is novel, passionate, and 

startling . . . use these things as suggestions that they may neither conceal their 

secrets from worthy readers nor cast their pearls before the unworthy [swine]” 

(I.84-85).   

The poetic manifestations of Reserve in The Face of the Deep are 

emblematic of Keble’s poetic theories in two ways:  Rossetti often turns to poetry 

at a point in the prose when she needs to “relieve [her] thoughts” (cf. Keble I.65) 

concerning some inexpressible joy or horror at what she finds in the text, while 

at the same time “need[ing] but very few notes to convey [her] real meaning” (cf. 

Keble I.73) in those poems.  The poetry in particular serves to express the 

preeminent principle of Divine Love that Rossetti sees in Revelation, a principle 

that she must always keep close at hand, particularly in passages where God’s 

love does not seem evident.  Constance Hassett has pointed out that Rossetti 

conducts a kind of illustrative dialogue with St. John in The Face of the Deep, 

responding with the feminine voice of love to the masculine voice of judgment 

offered by St. John.5  However, Rossetti’s operative notion of the preeminence of 

divine love throughout the text is not simply the alleged contrast between 

masculine and feminine, but rather the Christian paradox that is central to 

Tractarian poetics as well.  

 Before we directly turn to the poetry, we should further note the character 

of those passages in which Rossetti turns to poetry with Tractarian Reserve in 

mind.  Rossetti often reminds herself and her readers that, even through the 

terrors and judgments of Revelation, divine love as manifested in Jesus Christ is 

always at work in the text and the events that it represents.  From the outset, in 
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her commentary on the first verse of Revelation, Rossetti notes that “while this 

Book abounds in the terror of the Lord, through and above [the] tumult of 

multitudes and their voice as of voluminous waters or of mighty thunderings 

sounds the dear word, ‘It is I; be not afraid’” (10).  Rossetti’s book is addressed 

primarily to Christians, of course, and it is to them that she speaks her word of 

comfort.  This word of comfort also finds expression in the prayer that follows, 

as Rossetti asks God that she and her readers might “fear Thee without terror,” 

“trust Thee without misgiving,” and “fear Thee in love,” until ultimately “we 

shall love Thee without fear” (10).  Rossetti’s cautionary prayers are necessarily 

related to the doctrine of Reserve.  After all, the “terror of the Lord” is certainly 

one of those aspects of the Divine Mystery into which humans cannot peer; 

likewise, it is only a vastly superior and wholly Other divinity that inspires such 

awe that one must pray for a proper fear of such a mysterious deity. 

 Rossetti’s comments on Revelation 1:4-6 further demonstrate the 

importance of divine love as a comfort offsetting the more harrowing parts of 

the book of Revelation.  Here is the passage in full: 

John to the seven churches which are in Asia: Grace be unto you, 
and peace, from Him which is, and which was, and which is to 
come; and from the seven Spirits which are before His throne; And 
from Jesus Christ, Who is the faithful Witness, and the first 
begotten of the dead, and the Prince of the kings of the earth.  Unto 
Him that loved us, and washed us from our sins in His own blood, 
And hath made us kings and priests unto God and His Father; to 
Him be glory and dominion for ever and ever.  Amen. 
 

Here, Rossetti notes the dynamic of communication operative in the text, as John 

writes in Revelation 1:4, a greeting, “John to the seven churches which are in 

Asia,” followed in Revelation 1:5 by a greeting from Christ: “And from Jesus 

Christ, Who is the faithful Witness, and the first begotten of the dead, and the 
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Prince of the kings of the earth.”  Of these Christological relations Rossetti 

writes: 

Not John, but Jesus: or rather Jesus through John, and John only 
because of Jesus.  St. John, the Apostle of love, becomes here the 
mouthpiece of very Love.  So that in this Apocalypse not glories 
only, joys unutterable, perfection, are witnessed to us by Love, but 
terrors likewise, doom, the Judgment, the opened Books, the lake 
of fire.  Love reveals to us these things, threatens us now that it 
may spare then, shows us destruction lest we destroy ourselves.  
Let us not in all our tremblings forget or doubt that it is Faithful 
Love which speaketh.  (15) 
 

What follows is a true interplay of poetry and prose, as Rossetti works out the 

implications of foregrounding her simple commentary that “God is Love.”6  

Rossetti calls John the “apostle of love” because of the traditional attribution of 

the epistles of John to the same John who authored the Fourth Gospel as well as 

Revelation.  I John 4:7-9 in particular would seem to establish this John as the 

“apostle of love,” as he writes “Beloved, let us love one another: for love is of 

God; and everyone that loveth is born of God, and knoweth God.  He that loveth 

not knoweth not God; for God is love.”  It is in this context, then, that Rossetti 

can believe that Jesus would particularly choose St. John as the “mouthpiece” for 

his revelation.  In one sense then, everything that is uttered by Jesus and through 

John, the apostle of Love, can properly be related to Love, even when the literal 

meaning of the text seems alien to it.  It is “Love [that] reveals to us these things 

[terrors, judgments, etc.]” (15) as admonitions, demonstrating the terrible 

consequence of rejecting God.  This stress on love thus becomes coupled with 

God’s forbearance in delaying his return as a means of ensuring that as many as 

possible will be saved from wrath and destruction. 
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 Into the midst of this discursive text, Rossetti then inserts a sonnet that 

both reflects and deepens her thoughts concerning the quality of Love 

manifested in the book of Revelation: 

My God, Thyself being Love Thy heart is love, 
  And love Thy Will and love Thy Word to us, 
  Whether Thou show us depths calamitous 
Or heights and flights of rapturous peace above. 
O Christ the Lamb, O Holy Ghost the Dove, 
  Reveal the Almighty Father unto us; 
  That we may tread Thy courts felicitous, 
Loving Who loves us, for our God is Love. 
Lo, if our God be Love thro' heaven's long day, 
  Love is He thro' our mortal pilgrimage, 
    Love was He thro' all aeons that are told. 
  We change, but Thou remainest; for Thine age 
    Is, Was, and Is to come, nor new nor old; 
We change, but Thou remainest; yea and yea! (15-16) 

The first quatrain of the sonnet speaks to “My God” (1), although it can be 

assumed from Rossetti’s address in the second quatrain to both Christ and the 

Holy Spirit that she here uses “God” as a shorthand for “God the Father.”  She 

begins by attributing to God the ontological property of Love:  “My God, Thyself 

being Love” (1).  Since this is true, then it is also true that other attributes of God 

are love as well, including his “heart” (1), his “Will” (2), and his “Word” (2).  

Having established the intrinsic property of God as Love, Rossetti moves in the 

second half of this first quatrain to the statement that God continues to be Love 

“whether [He] show us depths calamitous / Or heights and flights of rapturous 

peace above” (3-4).  In the next quatrain, Rossetti asks both “Christ the Lamb” 

(5) and “Holy Ghost the Dove” (5) to “Reveal the Almighty Father unto us” (6), 

intimating that the “depths calamitous” (3) spoken of in the first quatrain are 

aspects of God’s secret, hidden judgments that are not meant to be understood 

by frail humanity.  If the Father is indeed revealed, then (but only then), Rossetti 
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writes in the third line of the second quatrain, “we may tread Thy courts 

felicitous” (7).  It is only through the Son and the Holy Spirit that one has access 

to the “courts” (7) of heaven; there, humans will be devoted to “loving Who 

loves us, for our God is Love” (8). 

 Taking as its premise that “God is Love,” the sestet extrapolates the 

temporal constancy of this love.  It begins with a clause of condition/result:  If 

God is Love eternally, “through heaven’s long day” (9), then he is also Love 

“through our mortal pilgrimage” (10) even as he was also love “through all 

aeons that are told” (11).  The second half of the sestet compares the 

immutability of God to the mutability of humankind; it is God who “remainest” 

while humans “change” (12).  God’s “age / Is, Was, and Is to come” and is 

neither “new nor old” (13).  Rossetti demonstrates through this poetic overflow 

of affirmation that Christians can trust God’s overarching love even as they must 

content themselves with a certain lack of understanding of either the “depths 

calamitous” (3) or “heights and flights of rapturous peace” (4) that God in his 

inscrutable wisdom shows to humanity. 

After her poem extolling God’s never-changing, ever-present love, 

Rossetti moves on to the next section of the passage from Revelation 1, which 

states that Jesus Christ has both “washed us from our sins in His own blood” 

and “made us kings and priests unto God and His Father” (16).  Rossetti 

responds first in prose, noting the progressive nature by which the 

transformation of sinful humans to “kings and priests” takes place.  The first 

step in this process is an inward turn:  humans must recognize that we are kings 

and priests of our own selves, “each of us king with subject self to rule” as well 

as “priest with leprous self to examine and judge” (16).  Yet this inward turn is 



 
132 

 

not autonomous, as each individual’s status as a “king” and a “priest” does not 

issue in absolute freedom from law, nor one’s being made a law unto one’s self, 

but in a responsibility rightly to govern the kingdom of one’s heart according to 

God’s law.  Thus does Rossetti beseech God to “[g]ive us royal hearts to give 

back ourselves to Thee Who bestowest all, and priestly hearts to sacrifice 

ourselves to Thee” (17).  The next step is outwardly directed, as “we edify our 

brethren” (16) by performing good works.  Praying for others constitutes an 

even higher “priestly function of intercession,” but the highest level one can 

attain in this life is to “offer up ourselves to God in will and in deed as His 

reasonable and lively sacrifice [cf. Romans 12:1], beseeching Him to sanctify and 

accept our self-oblation” (16).  To attain such obedience in this life is a high and 

lofty goal, one that Rossetti sees as impossible without God’s help; and so she 

turns to prayer immediately following this discourse, asking that God “[make] 

us [who are] unworthy in Him to be Thy kings and priests, constitute us what 

Thou requirest, endow us with what Thou desirest” (16-17).   

Rossetti is particularly silent in this passage when contemplating death 

and the resurrection of the dead occasioned by the reference to Christ as the 

“first begotten of the dead.”  Rossetti here relies mostly on Scripture in her prose 

exegesis of the passage, turning to Mark 12:27, Romans 14:9, Wisdom 3:1, I 

Thessalonians 4:13-17, and John 11:25-26, all of which speak words of comfort to 

those who would mourn the dead, thinking them eternally lost.  Yet while 

Rossetti resorts mainly to the citation of Scripture instead of offering her own 

interpretation of the passage, she does write her own brief words of comfort, 

insisting that God “provide[s] for all estates of men, whether dead or alive,” 

keeping his elect by “hold[ing] their souls in His hand” (17).  Again, however, it 
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is her poem that both summarizes and surpasses Rossetti’s prose exegesis, 

expressing her poetic overflow of affirmation concerning death and the future 

life: 

While Christ lay dead the widowed world 
   More willow green for hope undone: 
Till, when bright Easter dews impearled 
   The chilly burial earth, 
All north and south, all east and west, 
   Flushed rosy in the arising sun; 
Hope laughed, and Faith resumed her rest, 
   And Love remembered mirth.  (18)  

Rossetti seems most comfortable with the poetic images she utilizes to 

explore the theological tenet of the resurrection of the dead.  Immediately before 

the poem she includes a bracketed phrase, “[Our Church Palms are budding 

willow twigs]” (18).  This phrase serves as a gateway, a mediator between the 

prose exegesis and the poem that follows, as well as the formative image of the 

poem.  The “Church Palm” is an image of constancy amid death and change, as 

it is utilized for several different liturgical purposes throughout the Christian 

calendar.  Palms that are waved triumphantly on Palm Sunday, the Sunday 

before Easter, recall the biblical story in which the Jews lauded Jesus as their 

Messiah.  These same palms, however, are later burned, their remains reserved 

for the next year’s Ash Wednesday, a service of penitence in which participants 

are marked with a cross of ashes on their foreheads as the priest reminds them of 

the biblical phrase “you are dust, and to dust you shall return” (Genesis 3:19).  

Thus the palm, like any good poetic image, is itself polysemous, depending on 

the context in which it is used.  For palms to be “budding willow twigs” (18), as 

Rossetti notes, is for the image of triumph to be converted into an image of 

sorrow, the “weeping” willow. 
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The poem’s first lines reinforce the notion of the utter sorrow humans face 

at the prospect of death, as Rossetti views Christ’s death as the most sorrowful of 

all deaths, “widow[ing]” the world, since he who is the one true Bridegroom had 

been crucified.  “While Christ lay dead,” therefore, the world “wore willow 

green for hope undone” (2), as Rossetti contrasts the hopeful palm with the 

weeping willow.  It is telling that the only time the name of Christ is mentioned 

in the poem is in the first line; through a conscious strategy of poetic indirection, 

the actual (“literal”) events of the resurrection are not described, since Rossetti 

has already quoted a greater authority, St. Paul, on the matter.  The poem 

expresses Rossetti’s own emotional outpourings in “very few notes,” to recall 

Keble’s description of the “Primary” poet of feeling who expresses emotion 

without laying his or her soul completely bare (cf. Keble I.73 ff.).  The central 

metaphor of the natural world’s coming to life in the springtime after the cold 

death of winter serves her appropriate poetic tribute to the resurrection. 

 One of Rossetti’s most telling poetic demonstrations of Reserve comes 

after an extended discourse on the Incarnation.  We have seen in previous 

chapters how Rossetti deals in her prose with the paradox that the God who 

enjoys an immutable existence outside time comes to exist in Christ, a being 

subject to mortality and temporality.  Rossetti oscillates between the 

contemplation of the incomprehensible and holy Father on the one hand, and his 

loving and comforting son Jesus on the other.  She takes comfort that “God the 

Son clothed Himself with our nature to the intent that He might clothe us with 

His own,” (36), that, in other words, Christians would eventually be made like 

Christ.  And yet the next paragraph of prose is a rather odd and seemingly 

disjunctive collection of Scripture:  “There was no more spirit in her.  And she 
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said to the King . . . The half was not told me . . . Because the Lord loved Israel 

for ever, therefore made He thee King, to do judgment and justice” (36).   

The passage refers to the visit of the queen of Sheba to Solomon’s courts 

recounted in I Kings 10.  Sheba is an inquirer, coming to the wise Solomon “with 

hard questions” (v. 1).  Solomon responds to her questions with full disclosure; 

the author records that he “told her all her questions” and that “there was not 

any thing hid from the king, which he told her not” (v.3).  After Sheba 

experiences Solomon’s wisdom and views his palatial estate, then “there was no 

more spirit in her” (v. 5).  The word for “spirit” used here by the author is the 

Hebrew ruach, which can signify simply “breath.”  The queen was so 

extraordinarily astonished by Solomon’s wisdom and wealth that her breath was 

taken away; she was speechless.  It is no accident that Rossetti utilizes this 

particular passage of Scripture here, as she too is left “speechless” at many 

points throughout her commentary when contemplating the Divine mysteries.  

However, the queen quickly recovers her breath, enough so to praise Solomon 

and note that until she saw his kingdom for herself, “the half was not told me.”   

There is little doubt that Rossetti has in mind a parallel to her own lack of 

knowledge concerning God, since she believes that in this earthly existence 

humans are not even shown “half” of the mysteries of God.  She believes that 

when she arrives in the Kingdom herself, she will experience an ecstasy parallel 

to that of the queen of Sheba.  The poem immediately following this passage of 

Scripture perfectly exhibits the paradoxical, even oxymoronic quality of Reserve: 

 Lord, Thou art fulness, I am emptiness: 
 Yet hear my heart speak in its speechlessness 
 Extolling Thine unuttered loveliness.  (36) 
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Here, we see encapsulated the whole thrust of Tractarian concerns with Reserve 

in both religion and poetry.  Rossetti first acknowledges the “fulness” (1), the 

completeness, of God, as well as her own “emptiness” (1) and intellectual and 

spiritual poverty by way of contrast.  This is the predicament of the religious 

poet:  silent breathlessness in the face of God’s glory.  Nevertheless, Rossetti 

continues with a powerful “Yet” (2) coming after the full-stop of the colon that 

ends the first line.  This “yet” serves as the bridge joining the unsayable and the 

sayable, as Rossetti entreats God to hear her “heart speak in its speechlessness” 

(2).  The paradox continues, however, as one cannot literally speak in 

speechlessness.  Here, though, the “heart” speaks; thus, Rossetti sees poetry, as 

did Keble and Williams, as the spontaneous outflow of intense emotion in the 

face of the Incommensurate.  Further, the structure of the poem itself reflects this 

speech that is not speech, as the word “speechlessness” exists at the liminal line 

ending.  The heart that speaks in speechlessness is always “extolling” God’s 

loveliness, which yet remains “unuttered” (3).  The verb tenses Rossetti chooses 

are important here, for by using the present participle “extolling” she conveys 

the idea that poetry is always rumbling under the surface of the poet’s 

consciousness.  Ultimately, Rossetti exercises Reserve as she speaks not only in 

“speechlessness” (2), but also keeps the secret of God’s “loveliness” (3).  This 

loveliness, whether too wonderful or too incomprehensible for speech, remains 

always already “unuttered” (3).  The best the religious poet can do is to remain 

in a continuous attitude of praise, even when she remains unsure about the 

explicit attribute for which she praises God.   
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Conclusion:  “In Darkness Serve Him Still” 
 

It is evident in both prose and poetic passages in The Face of the Deep that 

Rossetti both accepts and exhibits the limitations divinely set on human 

knowledge in the doctrine of Reserve as set forth by Keble, Williams, and 

Newman.  In one particular passage in The Face of the Deep, however, Rossetti 

seems not only to affirm such limitations, but to revel in such patient partial 

ignorance, writing that if “we are beset by shadows . . . let us resolutely walk in 

them: for by sitting down we should fail ever to emerge from them” (166).  The 

poem that follows this acceptance of partial ignorance illustrates well the 

positive attitude toward images of darkness and shadow that pervade the 

Tractarians’ musings concerning Reserve:   

Shadows today, while shadows show God's Will. 
     Light were not good except He sent us light. 
     Shadows today, because this day is night 
Whose marvels and whose mysteries fulfil 
Their course and deep in darkness serve Him still. 
   Thou dim aurora, on the extremest height 
   Of airy summits wax not over-bright; 
Refrain thy rose, refrain thy daffodil. 
Until God's Word go forth to kindle thee 
   And garland thee and bid thee stoop to us, 
        Blush in the heavenly choirs and glance not down: 
        Today we race in darkness for a crown, 
In darkness for beatitude to be, 
   In darkness for the city luminous.  (166) 

The sonnet begins by accepting humanity’s limited knowledge—“Shadows 

today”—but goes on to note that these shadows “show God’s will” (1).  There is 

an inherent paradox in the image of a shadow “show[ing]” anything, since 

shadows are inherently concealing.  But Rossetti utilizes this paradoxical image 

to demonstrate that God’s will is revealed by shadows, since it too remains 

inscrutable and dark.  Rossetti does not desire “light” (2) at all unless it were 
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sent by God.  Therefore, she begins the third line by again accepting the presence 

of “shadows today” (3).  After all, “this day” of earthly existence is itself a 

shadow of “night / Whose marvels and whose mysteries fulfil / Their course 

and deep in darkness serve Him still” (3-5).  Thus, Rossetti entreats the dawn 

itself, the “dim aurora,” not to “wax . . . over bright” (6-7).  The “rose” and the 

“daffodil,” both images of beauty and growth, are enjoined to “refrain” (8), lest 

they presume to grant fuller knowledge of God than they are able to provide.  

The octave thus ends on a note of affirmation of a life that exists within the 

bounds of the dark mysteries of God’s will.   

The sestet begins with an “until” (9), recognizing that, as it is God’s hand 

that orders humanity’s partial ignorance, it is his command that will eventually 

unveil it—but that the time should be right for God to do so, just as he will 

eventually “kindle” (9) the “dim aurora” (6) that will burst into flame at his 

second coming.  Until then, the bright sun remains “blush[ing] in the heavenly 

choirs” (11).  The poem closes with the image of the Christian life as a “race in 

darkness for a crown” (12), a darkness that ultimately, at the right time, will end 

in the “city luminous” (14).  In the prose section that follows, Rossetti asks that 

God “bless to us . . . all we know and all we know not” (167).  This acceptance of 

a life lived in partial ignorance and darkness is due not only to Rossetti’s 

appropriation of the Tractarian doctrine of Reserve, but is ultimately her own 

restatement of Paul’s words in I Corinthians 13 that Christians see “through a 

glass darkly” now, but eventually will see Christ “face to face,” that now they 

“know [God] in part,” but eventually will know this mysterious God in full. 
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Notes 
 
 

1Rossetti’s use of the term “unfathomable” here works on multiple levels, 
since the metaphor of plumbing the depths of the sea lends itself to the literal 
meaning of unfathomable, i.e. “unable to be fathomed,” or measured according 
to its depth.  Rossetti also has in mind, of course, the more metaphorical 
meaning “incomprehensible.” 
 

2Mills cites approvingly Marsh’s belief that Rossetti experienced 
“incestuous abuse of some kind—possibly in the form of mutual masturbation 
that gave Christina unwanted knowledge of arousal,” and that this “offers a 
convincing explanation of the dark and disturbed aspects of her inner life that 
would account for her teenage breakdown, personality change, inexplicable 
rages and recurrent depression” (qtd. in Mills 36).  As mentioned earlier (cf. 
Chapter One note 4), these events may offer a “convincing explanation” to some, 
but there is no hard evidence to suggest that they did in fact occur. 
 

3See, for instance, Denys Turner’s The Darkness of God: Negativity in 
Christian Mysticism (Cambridge: CUP, 1995). 
 

4It is certainly possible that Rossetti’s hesitation to probe into “secular 
knowledge” has to do with the popularity of Spiritualism at the time.  She 
strongly disapproved of her own brothers’ participation in seances:  Jan Marsh 
recounts these episodes and Rossetti’s reaction to them (cf. 340-344). 
 

5In Christina Rossetti: The Patience of Style (Charlottesville, VA: UP of 
Virginia, 2005), 219 ff. 
 

6Such a claim seems glaringly obvious in the Christian tradition, and yet 
one of the primary means by which nineteenth-century philosophers and 
theologians criticized traditional Christian theology was the argument from 
morality.  Many saw biblical stories such as God’s request of Abraham to 
sacrifice Isaac as well as the supposed moral repugnance of the substitutionary 
atonement as evidences that the simple assertion that “God is Love,” made in 
the context of literal readings of Scripture, was not necessarily coherent. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

The Face of the Deep as the Grammar of Rossetti’s Poetic Corpus 
 
 

Introduction:  The Relationship of The Face of the Deep to Rossetti’s Poetry 

In The Anatomy of Criticism, Northrop Frye calls the biblical book of 

Revelation “our grammar of apocalyptic imagery” (141).  By this he means that 

Revelation takes such a set of images as “the city, the garden, and the sheepfold” 

that are “organizing metaphors of the Bible and of most Christian symbolism” 

and brings them “into complete metaphorical identification”; therefore, for Frye, 

Revelation “form[s] an undisplaced mythical conclusion for the Bible as a 

whole” (141).  In many ways, the book of Revelation represents the culmination 

of the entire biblical vision.  Christian exegetes have always stressed that the 

prophecies of Genesis, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and others concerning the end of 

the age are fulfilled in the book of Revelation, and that, conversely, the book of 

Revelation itself utilizes the symbolic imagery of those Old Testament texts.  In 

this way it is both a culmination of all the biblical imagery that preceded it, even 

as it also provides the “end of the story,” a comprehensive context by which the 

preceding and perhaps seemingly “incomplete” biblical narrative can be 

(re)evaluated.  For example, Isaiah’s prophecy (Isaiah 22:22) that God would 

give the “key of David” to the Messiah to “open” and “shut” is appropriated by 

Christ, speaking through John, in Revelation.  There he addresses the 

Philadelphians as “the holy one, the true one, who has the key of David, who 

opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens” (Revelation 3:7).  

Christian theology emphasizes that all Old Testament types are fulfilled in 
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Christ, and therefore Revelation self-consciously utilizes images and metaphors 

(such as the “key of David”) that portray Christ as the consummate fulfillment 

of Scriptural types, not simply in his life on earth, but in his resurrected and 

glorified state as well. 

Frye’s identification of these types and their fulfillment as a “grammar” of 

sorts is often found to be a useful approach for students of comparative religion 

and literature, as it enables them to see how the book of Revelation mirrors 

certain subconscious Jungian archetypes.  But while the implications of this 

“grammar” for Frye entail a precise and almost pedantic identification of types 

and antitypes, of various patterns that the biblical texts reify, most biblical 

scholars take a more organic approach to the use of imagery in Scripture as a 

whole and in the book of Revelation in particular.  They seek, from a close study 

of the texts rather than the imposition of an outside structuralist system, such 

patterns as may be present in Scripture.1  It is in this latter vein that I would like 

to apply the term “grammar” to The Face of the Deep, thus discerning the 

relationship of Rossetti’s Scriptural commentary to the rest of her poetry.  The 

Face of the Deep can be seen as Christina Rossetti’s own book of Revelation or 

“unveiling,” coming as it does at the terminus of her own literary canon and 

collecting in its prayerful exegesis and practical theology the concerns of much 

of her poetic work.   

Other critics have pointed out several ways in which The Face of the Deep 

embodies an artistic vision by means of which Rossetti’s earlier poetry can be 

interpreted.  Lynda Palazzo, for instance, notes that even “by the time she writes 

her last volume, The Face of the Deep, Rossetti . . . remains remarkably true to the 

vision of many of her early poems” (139).  For Palazzo, that vision consists 
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mainly in images from a “web of women’s experience” (139); within this “web,” 

“sisters and friends share joys and sorrows alike, gardens blossom and blow, 

barren landscapes alternate with wholesome or luscious fruit” (139).  Palazzo 

believes that Rossetti’s main source of consistency lies in feminine experience 

itself, so that The Face of the Deep teaches “lessons which speak to her own gender 

or to her own time” (142).   

For Robert Kachur, Rossetti’s commentary demonstrates “how Rossetti’s 

reflections on metaphor and reification, as well as her glosses on specific 

Apocalyptic images, illumine her most sustained Apocalyptic poem, ‘From 

House to Home’” (207).  He explicates this poem in light of the dichotomies 

Rossetti strikes in The Face of the Deep between this world and the next:  “the 

female speaker of Rossetti’s Apocalyptic work cannot be repositioned as an 

equal under God until she experiences an Apocalyptic reversal in the real world 

to come” (210).  Ultimately, for Kachur, The Face of the Deep serves to highlight 

not Rossetti’s theological insights, but the subversive feminism that exhibits 

itself in her other poetry as well.  Kachur argues that The Face of the Deep is useful 

to students of Rossetti’s poetry only insofar as it provides 

[a] framework for understanding how and why a woman such as 
Rossetti uses biblical language and devotional style; it forces us to 
reread not only her Apocalyptic poetry, but her explicitly religious 
work as a whole.  Read in the shadow of her last words critiquing 
church patriarchy, even her most conservative religious work 
seems written not by a woman willing to wait for change, but by a 
woman who feels forced to wait—a woman who found it easier to 
trust in a far off, unfathomable Patriarch than in the very present 
patriarchs who circumscribed her world.  (211-12) 
 

So does Joel Westerholm contend that, because the “authoritative voice” in The 

Face of the Deep “transgresse[s] cultural boundaries,” this same “lack of respect 

for male authority can readily be traced in Christina Rossetti’s poetry” (17) as 
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well.  Ultimately, for Westerholm, as for Kachur and Palazzo, The Face of the Deep 

provides a helpful means for assessing Rossetti’s poetry as subversively 

feminist. 

 Sara Choi is one of a few critics who attempts to bring together Rossetti’s 

roles as scriptural interpreter and poet within a theological and not merely a 

psychological or gendered framework.  For Choi, the essential link between 

Rossetti’s devotional prose works and her lyrical poetry lies in the Bakhtinian 

“dialogism” that she discerns in Rossetti’s interpretation of Scripture.  Choi 

believes that Rossetti utilizes Scripture in her poetry by “deliberate[ly] tapping 

into particularly rich words” and “conflating biblical places and images” (486).  

This tendency in Rossetti’s poetry is mirrored in her devotional prose, which 

often “echoes” Scripture while not “replicating” it; that is, she engages in a 

“dialogue seemingly replete with recognizable antecedents in the Bible” but one 

“ultimately hard to pinpoint because of its familiarity” (487).  Choi points out 

that Rossetti often uses words and images seemingly drawn from Scripture but 

not strictly congruent with its authoritative text.  Despite Scripture’s absolute 

authority, Rossetti is not “immobilized before such a text . . . [but] finds it to be a 

source of creativity” (491).  For Choi, the reader of Rossetti’s devotional prose is 

better able to understand Rossetti’s often confusing poetic dialogues in which 

Scripture seems like a faintly familiar background but is not specifically quoted. 

 
The Relationship of Rossetti the Scriptural Exegete and Rossetti the Poet 

 
 As noted above, critics have made evident effort to reconcile the 

seemingly divergent roles of scriptural exegete and poet that Rossetti fulfilled at 

different times in her life and that manifest themselves in both her devotional 
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prose and her separately published poetry.  Most do so by recourse to the 

narrative of feminist subversion, while fewer do so by arguing for a unified 

Christian vision that permeates all of Rossetti’s work, including not only her 

devotional prose and poetry, but her non-devotional poetry as well.  I wish to 

contend, however, that the theological presuppositions that drove Rossetti’s 

scriptural exegesis also drive much of her poetry as well, and therefore that an 

examination of these assumptions in light of her poetry will provide a more 

holistic, thorough, and unified view of Rossetti’s poetic corpus. 

 Let us take, as a representative example of Rossetti’s early poetry, “The 

Convent Threshold.”  It is written as a dramatic monologue, and its speaker is 

on the titular “threshold” of a commitment to a monastic vocation.  Even though 

it is from Rossetti’s first published volume (Goblin Market and Other Poems, 1863), 

much of its imagery, tone, and symbolism reflects the theological commitments 

of The Face of the Deep, particularly as it is a poetic pondering of the nature of the 

connections and disconnections of this earthly life and the heavenly life to come.  

The speaker establishes early that it is her desire to “choose the stairs that mount 

above” (4), so that she might find the “city and sea of glass” (6).  She asks her 

imagined interlocutor, her “love, my love” (1), to join her in “mount[ing] the 

kindled stair” (16).  But he cannot, since his “eyes look earthward” while hers 

“look up” (17).  The following description of the things the speaker sees in her 

upward vision draws much of its imagery from the book of Revelation, but also 

from the particular interpretations of this book that Rossetti was already 

beginning to form through her continual reading of Scripture.  Thus does the 

speaker see 
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the far-off city grand, 
Beyond the hills a watered land, 
Beyond the gulf a gleaming strand 
Of mansions where the righteous sup; 
Who sleep at ease among their trees, 
Or wake to sing a cadenced hymn 
With Cherubim and Seraphim [ . . . ] (18-24) 
 

The speaker, on the “threshold” of the monastic vocation, is therefore also 

on the “threshold” of heaven itself through her well-attuned apocalyptic vision.  

This idea of the speaker’s current and ongoing participation in the life of heaven 

is reinforced at the close of the poem, where the speaker imagines her former 

lover asking “Where is the face I used to love?”  (138).  The speaker’s answer 

reveals her apocalyptic orientation toward life; she states that her face is already 

“gone before” (139), that it “tarries veiled in paradise” (140).  At the end of time, 

“when once the morning star shall rise” (141), and “when earth with shadow 

flees away” (142), then the lover will be able to “lift the veil” (144) covering her 

face.  The tenses in the last lines furthermore strengthen the speaker’s emphasis 

on the simultaneity of her earthly and heavenly lives, as she tells her lover that 

“far above / Our palms are grown, our place is set” (145-46, my emphasis).   

Rossetti supports this idea of simultaneity in The Face of the Deep as she 

meditates on Revelation 21:23, “And the city had no need of the sun, neither of 

the moon, to shine in it: for the glory of God did lighten it, and the Lamb is the 

light thereof.”  Rossetti believes that, no matter whether the “plenary 

fulfillment” of this promised paradisical existence is “far off or imminent . . . 

already man can bask in some furthest ray of this promised glory” (512, my 

emphasis).  The method by which one does this “bask[ing]” involves the 

essential renunciative activities of the monastic vocation that she will later 

describe in The Face of the Deep: 
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Wean thyself from sensible objects, and thou shalt relish the 
unseen, untouched, unhandled.  Look beyond sun and moon, and 
thou shalt see greater things than they.  Stint bodily indulgence, 
and thou shalt enlarge spiritual capacity.  Make a covenant with 
thine eyes, and thou shalt be full of light.  Lean not to thine own 
understanding, and the Lord shall even now be thy Light, and the 
Lamb thy Light and thy salvation.  (512, my emphasis) 
 

Here, then, we see the essential connection between apocalyptic vision and the 

tropological interpretation of Scripture that always exhorts the reader both 

inwardly to appropriate and outwardly to act on the words of Scripture.  It is 

through properly interpreting and acting on Scripture’s commands that one 

begins to pull back the veil of heaven and to participate in eternal life, to “relish 

the unseen,” the “greater things” (512) of heaven itself.  

In “The Convent Threshold,” Rossetti also links the apocalyptic vision of 

the speaker to the doctrine of Reserve, as she gives warnings concerning the 

danger of worldly knowledge.  The speaker, when reflecting on her past 

indiscretions with the interlocutor, laments the “lore [she] must unlearn” (53).  

Later in the poem the speaker dreams of a “spirit with transfigured face” (86) 

who ascends to heaven, climbing ever higher and desiring ever-greater light.  

“Light was poured on him” (93), the speaker notes, and yet the figure still 

desired more and more light.  Nothing, not even “a sea” (98), could “slake” (99) 

the thirst of the spirit.  We then learn that this light is an image of knowledge, 

and thus that the spirit, “drunk with knowledge” (100), leaves his throne, casting 

away his crown to “grovel down / And lick the dust of Seraphs’ feet” (104).  

This vision causes the speaker to reflect on the relative value of knowledge, to 

ask the question “what is knowledge duly weighed?” (105).  Where this prideful 

knowledge fails, love alone remains: “knowledge is strong, but love is sweet” 

(106).  The pertinent lesson learned by the spirit in the dream-vision is that “all is 
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small / Save love, for love is all in all” (109).  Thus is trust in one’s capacity for 

knowledge deprecated, as it fosters only an insatiable thirst that leads to one’s 

downfall; what remains central to life is love. 

Albeit in a different manner, the next dream-vision of “The Convent 

Threshold” also deals with the doctrine of Reserve; countering the previous 

vision that takes place in heaven, it is particularly earthly and deals with the 

problem of the speaker’s possible romantic attachment to the interlocutor.  In a 

place of suspended time [“it was not dark, it was not light” (111)] the 

interlocutor seeks the speaker out, asking her if she dreams of him.  Instead of 

answering his question directly, however, she imagines herself falling through 

the bed down into the “sodden earth” (124).  The speaker then admits that she 

has been dreaming of the interlocutor all night; she awoke from these haunting 

dreams and “prayed against [her] will” (127).  Her prayers, however, cannot be 

recorded; she could not ultimately “write the words [she] said” (130), but “thro’ 

the dark [her] silence spoke / Like thunder” (132-33).  Here, we again see the 

doctrine of Reserve applied in a more poetic and less overtly religious manner 

than in Rossetti’s prose or in other poems.  Prayer in this instance approaches 

the condition of silence, as the speaker’s “words were slow” to come (131).  

Again, we see that the speaker is proleptically participating in the life of the 

convent even as she stands on the threshold of the monastic vocation, since she 

already understands that contemplative silence often speaks much more than an 

abundance of words.  Rossetti artfully closes the line with the word “silence,” 

reinforcing with the line ending the liminal state of the dream-visions of her 

speaker as well as the state of reserved contemplation in which she ultimately 

finds peace.  After the speaker’s long, dark night of the soul that was plagued by 
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these haunting visions, she emerges with a renewed call to her vocation that 

could not have been formed without her careful tropological interpretation of 

Scripture, her apocalyptic understanding of and participation in the ongoing life 

of heaven, as well as her appreciation of the value of reserved contemplation. 

Rossetti’s poem “Symbols” from Goblin Market and Other Poems also 

demonstrates the essential congruence of The Face of the Deep and Rossetti’s other 

poetry.  In it we see an acute fascination with the notion of typology and 

fulfillment, a notion that Rossetti commented upon at length in The Face of the 

Deep.  She found that nature’s symbols were worthy of study and interpretation 

and that, furthermore, the interpretation of earthly symbols should always 

bestow a tropological lesson:  “[a]t present and at once all earthly things teach 

some lesson to the teachable” (438).  Rossetti then extends this notion to the book 

of Revelation, noting that the “accessories [i.e. symbols] in this Inspired Book 

seem in great measure emblematical rather than actual” and that therefore she 

should “at least infer thence that every such figure must have an original, every 

type an antitype” (438).  The ultimate benefit of such study, however, is to warn 

against promiscuous fascination with symbolism:  “symbols may have a 

tendency to engross, satisfy, arrest incautious souls unwatchful and unprayerful 

lest they enter into temptation” (439). 

These meditations on the tropological quality of Scripture inform the 

poetic vision that governs Rossetti’s earlier poem “Symbols.”  The poem begins 

with the speaker patiently awaiting the blossoming of a rose.  Seemingly, 

because of the ideal conditions in which it grows [“dew and sun and shower” 

(2)], the rose itself will be “perfect” when it blooms (3).  The type or mold is 

present—here, the rosebud—and it remains merely for it to grow into the 
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fullness of its meaning, for the antitype to “complete” the type.  Intrinsic to the 

bud is the property of potentiality, the notion of the relationship of type to 

antitype, of promise to fulfillment.  Yet the bud does not complete its fulfillment 

in the way that the speaker expects, for when the speaker “thought it should be 

strong” (4), it opens in the morning only to wither by that same evening.  The 

type has not been fulfilled in the antitype, or at least has not been fulfilled in the 

way expected by the speaker. 

The next “symbol” is a bird’s nest full of eggs.  Again we see that the 

symbols are full of promise, that the conditions are right for their hatching into 

the reality that they represent:  their nest has a “pleasant shade” (8) in which to 

flourish.  Again, however, the symbols fail to produce their intended and 

intrinsic goal, as the eggs do not hatch in the spring and their avian caretakers 

flee either out of fear or fatigue.  The failure of both of these symbols greatly 

vexes the speaker, so much so that she is driven to “wrath” (13).  The natural 

expectation of the type finding its fulfillment in the antitype, combined with a 

human lack of patience, provokes this wrath, as the speaker had “hop[ed]” that 

the rose’s “scent should fill the air” (15); there is a sense that the observer of 

symbols is guaranteed their proper and timely fulfillment.  Further, the speaker 

does not “hee[d]” (16) the “ancient promise” (17) of the eggs but seeks 

“vengeance” (18) on them for their infertility.  The bough of the rose is then 

broken and the eggs are crushed because of the speaker’s “wrath” and 

“vengeance.” 

Ultimately, the allegorical representations of rose and egg lead the 

speaker to a more tropological understanding of their significance.  The speaker 

moves through their allegory to their real importance, which is the moral lesson 
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that they teach.  The symbols interrogate the speaker:  “because we failed dost 

thou complain?  Is thy wrath just?” (21-22), thus focusing the speaker’s attention 

on the question whether or not it is right for her to destroy them because of their 

sterility.  The lesson emerges in the last three lines, as the speaker hears the 

symbols say “What if God, / Who waiteth for thy fruits in vain, / Should also 

take the rod?” (22-24).  Obviously, the symbols are intended to drive the speaker 

(and reader, one presumes) to both contemplation and action—contemplation of 

the prospect of God’s just wrath falling on the sluggard who does not use his or 

her gifts to produce “fruit” for God’s kingdom, and therefore an exhortation to 

practice the Christian life in such a way as to yield such fruit. 

 
 “Goblin Market” 

 
 If any of Christina Rossetti’s poems ought to be tested by the theory that 

The Face of the Deep is a mature theological statement by which Rossetti’s earlier 

poetry might be interpreted, surely “Goblin Market” stands as the most obvious 

requirement.  Indeed, “Goblin Market” and The Face of the Deep form the literary 

“bookends” of Rossetti’s published work:  “Goblin Market” was the first poem 

in Rossetti’s first book of poetry published in 1862, and The Face of the Deep was 

the penultimate volume (and the last prose volume) published in 1892.   

 Approaching “Goblin Market” can be daunting for any literary critic, as it 

is not only Rossetti’s most well-known work, but by far the work most 

commented upon.  The criticism of “Goblin Market” is quite large and wide-

ranging, as Diane D’Amico declares in Christina Rossetti: Faith, Gender, and Time: 

[T]his poem of innocent maidens and sinister goblins has been read 
as a story of temptation and redemption, as an autobiographical 
narrative revealing repressed sexuality, a critique of Victorian 
materialism, a rejection of patriarchal amatory values, a celebration 
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of woman’s power, a sexual fantasy of incestuous lesbian love, and 
a literary representation of the eating disorder anorexia nervosa.  
(68-69) 
 

D’Amico does not name them, but one can discern the varieties of critical 

methods that have been applied to the poem; it has variously been interpreted 

by way of Christian allegory but also according to Freudian, Marxist, feminist, 

queer, and historicist theories.  Therefore, the burden of justification for any 

novel reading and/or interpretation of the poem must seek to account for the 

poem’s odd quirks while at the same time arguing that previous interpretations 

are serious misprisions or, at the least, that they lack a certain satisfactory 

completeness.  D’Amico argues the latter, seeking to reorient the poem 

according to its Christian allegorical (or what she terms “Christian fairy-tale”) 

elements, believing that “too often the numerous allusions to Christianity [in the 

poem] are simply ignored or quickly dismissed” (69).  But such a reorientation of 

this complex and fertile poem is not simply a matter of matching allusion to 

biblical text for D’Amico; she is one of few critics to offer a more holistically 

Christian reading of “Goblin Market” by bringing in Rossetti’s devotional prose 

as a way of explaining the deeper, contextual significance of many of Rossetti’s 

symbols.  D’Amico believes that “[a]lthough much of what Rossetti writes on sin 

and redemption appears in her devotional prose, which was written after 

‘Goblin Market,’ placing this poem within the context of these later works sheds 

light on the general tendency of her thoughts” (70). 

D’Amico also believes that Rossetti’s devotional prose helps to explain the 

characterization of Lizzie in “Goblin Market,” noting that Rossetti’s Letter and 

Spirit begins “not with a listing of the Ten Commandments of the Old 

Testament, but the two as given by Christ” (73), that is, to love God with all 
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one’s heart, soul, mind, and strength, and to love one’s neighbor as one’s self.  

She sees Lizzie’s sacrifice for the sake of her sister Laura as comporting well with 

the latter of these two commandments.  D’Amico finds further connection 

between “Goblin Market” and The Face of the Deep in the symbols that are used to 

describe Lizzie as she is assaulted by the goblin men; she notes that the “list of 

similes in which Lizzie is compared to a lily, a rock, a beacon, a blossoming fruit 

tree, and a royal town can all be read within the context of Christian symbolism” 

(74) and that, furthermore, this Christian symbolism is elucidated in The Face of 

the Deep.  She also observes the similarity between the symbolism of “Goblin 

Market” and a passage from The Face of the Deep in which the Church Militant is 

described in terms of an assault, particularly in the following sentence:  “She [the 

Church Militant] stands as a city that is set on a hill, as a besieged city, 

compassed together on every side, hostile hosts swarming about her like bees” 

(111).  This image self-consciously echoes, no doubt, the images of Lizzie being 

beset upon “by wasp and bee” and that of Lizzie being compared to “a royal 

virgin town / Topped with gilded dome and spire / Close beleaguered by a fleet 

/ Mad to tug her standard down” (418-421).  Noting these similarities between 

Rossetti’s characterization of the “Church Militant” and Lizzie allows D’Amico 

to demonstrate a richer symbolic context as well as a more persuasive Christian 

interpretation of “Goblin Market.” 

Utilizing D’Amico’s and other critics’ insights on the relationship of 

“Goblin Market” to certain passages in Rossetti’s devotional prose as well as the 

previous three chapters’ discussions of the particular features of Rossetti’s 

apocalyptic vision in The Face of the Deep, I hope to bring all the evidence to bear 

on the argument that the theological underpinnings of The Face of the Deep offer 
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unique insights into this most well-known and controversial Rossetti poem.  I 

will examine “Goblin Market” in light of Rossetti’s emphasis on active morality 

as a humble interpreter of Scripture in the monastic tradition, her theology of 

patience, and her exercise of Tractarian Reserve, while at the same time also 

demonstrating the essential unity of these emphases in “Goblin Market.” 

  
“Goblin Market” and Scriptural Interpretation 

 
Mary Arseneau has provided a helpful framework against which to read 

Rossetti’s “Goblin Market”:  her “incarnationalism,” by which Arseneau means 

“her theologically based belief that the created world is capable of 

communicating moral and spiritual meaning” (79).  What is important about 

Arseneau’s insights into the symbolism(s) of “Goblin Market” is that they 

demonstrate the essential unity of Rossetti’s theological vision as it is worked 

out both in her poetry and in her devotional prose.  That is, Rossetti’s emphasis 

on mystical or symbolic interpretation of Scripture as evinced in The Face of the 

Deep is played out in the characters of Laura and Lizzie in “Goblin Market.”  As 

Arseneau notes, “fundamental to the poem is the problem of the interpretation 

of things and events, the task of giving things a right moral reading” (84).  This 

problem of interpretation can be traced to Laura’s eating of the fruit, which 

causes an “impairment of her ability to interpret” (86).  Furthermore, as 

Arseneau argues, “reader[s] of Rossetti’s devotional prose” will be able to reveal 

the significance of this insight concerning interpretation better than previous 

critics who have ignored it (86).  Thus, just as Arseneau’s reading of “Goblin 

Market” seeks to “overcome the perceived dichotomy between Rossetti’s 

devotional and general poems” (91), so does mine seek to overcome the 
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perceived dichotomy between Rossetti’s devotional prose, particularly The Face 

of the Deep, and such “fairy-tale” or “non-devotional” poems as “Goblin Market.”   

Arseneau’s argument concerning “motivations and attitudes” (89) behind 

the interpretive actions of Laura and Lizzie provides further insight into the 

relationship between their characterization in “Goblin Market” and Rossetti’s 

own attitude toward Scripture The Face of the Deep.  Arseneau believes that 

Laura’s eating of the goblin fruit in a spirit of “disobedience and gluttony” (87) 

renders her unable to interpret her experiences through the various symbolic 

and Scriptural images presented to her; thus is Laura “unable to see clearly: 

‘peering thro’ the dimness, nought discerning’” (86) throughout “Goblin 

Market.” 

The symbol of fruit-eating is the key to readings of “Goblin Market” that 

deal with the question of Laura’s damaged faculty of interpretation.  The most 

obvious image of dangerous fruit in Scripture is Eve’s longing after and eventual 

eating of the forbidden fruit of the tree of knowledge.  D’Amico thus notes the 

fact that “Laura sees the fruit as pleasing and her disregard for the limits placed 

upon her recall the first woman who turned from God” (70).  By turning to the 

devotional prose, however, D’Amico is able to offer further interpretive support 

for the idea that Rossetti associated the idea of forbidden fruit not with sexual 

lust, but with disobedience, specifically the disobedience of the Second 

Commandment, which forbids idolatry.  Though D’Amico cites passages from 

Letter and Spirit and Seek and Find to buttress the images of fruit-as-transgression, 

she makes only a passing reference to The Face of the Deep, relegating it to a 

footnote.  However, the passage is worthy of mention, especially as it offers a 

unique perspective on Rossetti’s portrayal of Laura in “Goblin Market.”  In The 
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Face of the Deep Rossetti notes that “every sin, fleshly or spiritual, is a sin of 

idolatry, inasmuch as it is the preference of some object tangible or intangible to 

God All-Good” (397).  Upon further reflection, however, Rossetti deepens the 

sense of transgression forbidden by the Second Commandment, noting that sin 

is “simply the preference of self to God; self-pleasing, self-will, self-indulgence, 

self in a word, being the universal lure” (397).   

With this understanding of sin, an essentially Augustinian one that sees 

sin as a disordering of loves, we can further see Laura’s intense desire for the 

fruit as not merely a longing after the forbidden; rather Laura becomes, as 

D’Amico notes, a “figure of all those who place sensual gratification of any kind 

before God” (71) and therefore a self-centered idolater.  Self, as in the passage 

from The Face of the Deep above, becomes a “universal lure” (397); therefore, it is 

not merely the goblin fruit that Laura desires, but anything and everything that 

gratifies the self to the exclusion of the Good, the Beautiful, and the True.  It is 

precisely this disordering of her loves that incapacitates Laura’s interpretive 

faculties to the point of her ultimate transgression, her eating of the forbidden 

goblin fruit.2 

But even before she eats the fruit, “curious Laura” (69), possessing an 

intrinsically favorable predisposition toward the goblin men, is not able to see 

past their misrepresentations and perversions of Scripture.  Few critics, for 

instance, have noted that the seductive cry of the goblin men, “come buy, come 

buy” is actually a deliberate reversal of Isaiah’s call to Israel in Isaiah 55:  “Ho, 

every one that thirsteth, come ye to the waters, and he that hath no money; come 

ye, buy, and eat; yea, come, buy wine and milk without money and without 

price.”3  Instead of offering a scathing rebuke of capitalism, as many critics 
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believe, Rossetti’s portrayal of the goblin men is meant instead to rebuke 

misreaders of Scripture.  God offers to his people to “eat that which is good” 

(Isaiah 55:2) and for the soul not to deny itself of good fruit, but to “delight itself 

in fatness” (v.2).  The goblin men, according to Laura, thus feed “their hungry 

thirsty roots” (45) upon unknown soil, offering “evil gifts” (66).  Their fruit, 

though appealing and exotic, creates thirst rather than satiating it.  Rossetti’s 

characterization of these goblin men as distorters of Scripture makes them seem 

even more pernicious, even more diametrically opposed to God.  They have 

perverted the free offerings of God, who offers to satisfy the hunger of all 

“without price,” instead requiring that Laura offer them money; when she 

cannot pay, they require instead “a golden curl” (125) from her head. 

In another Scriptural echo, Laura hears the goblin men collectively as “a 

voice like voice of doves / cooing all together” (77-78).  The dove, of course, is an 

image used by Scripture in many different ways; it is a sacrificial animal, it is an 

animal of peace, and it is the symbol of the Holy Spirit who descends on Christ 

at his baptism.  It is also portrayed by Christ in Matthew 10 as an animal of 

innocence, as he entreats the disciples to be “as shrewd as snakes and as 

innocent as doves” (v. 16).  Again, however, the goblin men pervert Scripture, 

making themselves to sound like innocent doves when they are nothing but 

corrupting demons.  Conversely, perhaps it is Laura who wrongly interprets the 

actual sounds of the goblin men, as Arseneau (cf. 85) and D. M. Bentley believe.4  

In any event, neither the goblin men nor Laura has the proper disposition with 

which rightly to use scriptural imagery or to understand scriptural appeals. 

However, in the pure and innocent Lizzie, we see an Augustinian 

predisposition toward humility that allows her to interpret Scripture truly, 
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therefore causing the goblin fruit of knowledge to be healing for Laura rather 

than destructive.  In fact, Lizzie’s Eucharistic sacrifice for her sister is the truest 

form of proper Scriptural interpretation, the imitatio Christi that we discussed in 

Chapter Two.  Lizzie can properly interpret the danger of the goblin men and 

their fruit, seeing past their misrepresentations and perversions of Scripture, also 

knowing what she must do once her sister lies near death:  she must follow 

Christ’s dictum in John 15:13 that “[g]reater love hath no one than this, to lay 

down one’s life for one’s friends.”  She does imitate Christ, sacrificing herself for 

her sister; and because this sacrifice is performed in the spirit of selfless charity, 

it paradoxically enables the sinful goblin juices to heal Laura and restore her 

clarity of mind.  

The Eucharistic imagery of the poem has presented critics with problems, 

for the goblin juices that cause Laura to languish when she first eats them also 

prompt her very dramatic recovery when she receives them through Lizzie’s 

procurement.  Mary Arseneau, in an otherwise probing and detailed essay, 

nearly elides the issue of the Eucharistic juices altogether, writing merely that 

“[t]he juices smeared on Lizzie’s face become less important than Lizzie’s 

Eucharistic offering of herself” (90).  This explanation, however, does seem to 

skirt the issue of the power of sin as it relates to the goblin juices.  After all, the 

goblin men themselves, and by extension their fruit, are sinful:  They are 

tempters whose fruit has already caused at least one death (Jeanie) and has 

brought another near death (Laura).  Furthermore, their violent beating and 

battering of Lizzie causes her physical pain that manifests itself in “bruises” 

(467), recalling the depiction of Christ as the “suffering servant” of Isaiah 53 who 

undergoes violent mistreatment at the hands of the crowd in order to heal his 
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people:  “He was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; 

upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are 

healed” (v.5). 

Thus are the goblin juices both a product of the sin of the goblin men who 

seek to foist their evil wares upon the innocent Lizzie as well as a typological 

manifestation of the narrative arc of salvation history.  According to a traditional 

Christian reading of the Genesis account, Adam and Eve sin through their eating 

of the fruit, resulting in their eventual physical death and in the subsequent 

separation of humanity from God.  The only way for humanity to be restored to 

God’s favor is through a sinless sacrifice that will reverse the willful and sinful 

eating of the fruit.  In I Corinthians 15:21-22, Paul describes the restoration of 

humanity’s right relationship to God in terms of this parallel structure:  “Since 

death came through a human being, the resurrection of the dead has also come 

through a human being; for as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in 

Christ.”  Marylu Hill notes that this type of parallelism is also operative in 

“Goblin Market” as well:  

There is a necessary parallelism between Laura’s fall from grace 
and Lizzie’s redemptive act that suggests the former can only be 
redeemed by an equal if opposite act of grace.  Thus, since Laura 
fell through the agency of eating, she can only be saved by another 
act of eating.  (461-62)   
 

Thus is the fruit an “antidote” that “cleanse[s] Laura’s soul and return[s] 

her to spiritual health” (D’Amico 79).  As Hill further notes, “the ‘poison in the 

blood’ caused by the goblin fruit needs the ‘fiery antidote’ of the same 

substance” (462); but this “same substance” has been, as was Christ’s sacrifice, 

“transformed through the love and sacrifice of Lizzie” (462).  In this way, 

Rossetti’s portrayal of the paradox of the sinfully procured goblin juices that yet 
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have the power to heal owes much to her Anglican forbear George Herbert.  In 

“The Agony,” Herbert attempts to “sound” the depths of both sin and love, and 

in doing so, he points out the paradoxical nature of the communion feast.  Sin, 

according to Herbert, is “that press and vice” (11) that caused the wracking pain 

that Christ suffered on the cross.  Love, however, is “that juice, which on the 

cross a pike / Did set again abroach” (14-15).  Without the sinful piercing of 

Christ’s side, from which “that juice” flowed, Christians would never know the 

redeeming power of his sacrifice.  The juices extracted through and from sin 

become the holy antidote when extracted from the righteous one, as the spear 

that pierced Christ’s side was done so by sinful men, but issues forth Christ’s 

blood as the communion cup of salvation:  “Love is that liquor sweet and most 

divine / Which my God feels as blood; but I, as wine” (17-18).  

 Rossetti herself makes these connections in The Face of the Deep as she 

contemplates Christ’s promise to the Ephesian church that “to him that 

overcometh will I give to eat of the tree of life, which is in the midst of the 

paradise of God” (Revelation 2:7).  She notes that eating of this paradisical tree of 

life will “revers[e] Adam’s doom” (57) as she quotes the pertinent passage from 

Genesis 3:23-24 that spelled out this “doom,” namely that “the Lord God sent 

[Adam] forth from the garden of Eden.”  Rossetti then remarks, however, that 

Christians already participate in this future heavenly feast through their 

partaking of the Eucharist:  “Christ is our Tree of Life, whereof even now we eat 

and drink in the Sacrament of His most Blessed Body and Blood” (57).  The 

Eucharistic feast is thus a means by which Christians are in the process of 

“overcoming, though [they] have not yet overcome” (57).  What specifically is 

overcome by the Eucharistic feast is one’s “own self; [Christ’s] accusation 
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[against the Ephesians] concerning neither word nor deed, but motive, the deep-

seated spring of conduct, the inner man of the heart” (56).  Thus does Rossetti’s 

treatment of the power of the Eucharist to overcome the sinful motives of the 

heart comport with Arseneau’s observation that, in “Goblin Market,” “the 

crucial difference between Lizzie and Laura throughout most of the poem lies 

not so much in their actions as in the motivations and attitudes behind them” 

(89).  Ultimately, then, Lizzie’s predisposition to interpret rightly the Scriptural 

emphasis on self-sacrificial love enables her to transform the evil goblin juices 

into the Eucharistic balm that heals her sister.  In this way, we see that Rossetti 

treats very seriously the imitatio Christi trope in both “Goblin Market” and The 

Face of the Deep, believing the right attitude toward Scripture and its resultant 

actions to be matters of great import, even of life and death. 

 
“Goblin Market” and Apocalyptic Longing 

 
As in The Face of the Deep, where we noted Rossetti’s mature attitude 

toward frustrated and fulfilled longings for both death and paradise, so in 

“Goblin Market” does Rossetti demonstrate, albeit in a more embryonic form, 

the value and worth of a calmer and more satisfied spirit.  As a result of eating 

the goblin fruit, Laura’s spirit grows extraordinarily restive; she remains “in an 

absent dream” (211), “sick in part” (212), and “long[ing] for the night” (214) in 

which she may again pursue the goblin fruit.  Lizzie, however, the protagonist of 

“Goblin Market,” exhibits a peaceful contentment in direct contrast to Laura’s 

frustrated longing.  Lizzie possesses “an open heart” (210) and is portrayed as 

“content” (212); she simply revels in the glorious fact of her existence, “warbling 

for the mere bright day’s delight” (213).  When the two sisters near the brook by 
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which they first spied the goblin men, Lizzie appears “most placid in her look” 

(217), while Laura appears “most like a leaping flame” (218).  Rossetti again 

employs images of frustrated longing to depict Laura’s slow descent toward 

death.  Laura has a “heart’s sore ache” (261), a “passionate yearning” (266) that 

is not quenched but issues rather in “baulked desire” (267).   

These descriptions of Laura’s condition are remarkably similar to 

Rossetti’s other poetry devoted to watching and waiting for Christ.  The 

difference, of course, is that Laura’s apocalyptic desire is wrongly ordered; it is, 

like Rossetti’s, a desire that grows and compounds; yet Laura “ke[eps] watch” 

not in patient hope, but “in vain” (270).5  Laura’s apocalyptic desires are all 

reversed; instead of facing east, the traditionally symbolic direction of Christ’s 

resurrection and return, she faces “south” (282), toward the supposed land of the 

goblin men, in her vigil.6  Rossetti also notes that, as she waits, Laura again 

perverts the Scriptures, “hoping for a root” (283) and “watching for a waxing 

shoot” (284).  Here the first verse of Isaiah 11, traditionally interpreted in the 

Christian tradition as forecasting the coming of Christ, is utilized by Rossetti to 

demonstrate Laura’s further perversion of true apocalyptic waiting:  “A shoot 

shall come out from the stock of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots” 

(Isaiah 11:1).  But Laura is facing the wrong direction; she seeks the fulfillment of 

her faith in tempting, southern sensuous knowledge rather than in the patient 

belief of her sister that shuns temptation, and so “there came” (285) no shoot or 

root for Laura.  Rossetti interprets the “root,” in The Face of the Deep, as  

that which affords origin, stability, maintenance, to the plant.  Root 
may exist without shoot, not shoot without root.  The root supplies, 
the shoot receives, life and nourishment.  The unseen root is the 
source and basis of all the luxuriant upgrowth. (172)   
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Without “the unseen root” of patient trust in Christ supplying her vigil, Laura 

lacks the “life and nourishment” that it provides.  As D’Amico points out, 

Laura’s frustrated longing becomes so pronounced that she can no longer 

perform her typical household duties:  “she no more swept the house, / Tended 

the fowls or cows” (293-94) and certainly did not any longer bring “water from 

the brook” (296).  “[L]istless” (297), she moves toward death with no seeming 

hope of recovery. 

Lizzie then sacrifices herself, undergoing the traumatic travail of 

procuring the juices of the goblin fruit, in hopes that they will heal Laura.  As 

Lizzie observes the steadily waning condition of her sister, she knows that she 

must keep vigil; this watch, moreover, is akin to the loving, caring watch of the 

women who attended to Christ’s grave, even as Laura’s experience of “life out of 

death” (524) is also portrayed by Rossetti as an Easter Day, a spring morning in 

which “the first birds chirped about their eaves” (530) and “new buds with new 

day / Opened of up-like lilies on the stream” (536).7  Laura’s physical and 

mental health is restored; her hair has turned from grey to “gleaming” again, 

and she again has “light danc[ing] in her eyes” (541-42) after her sister’s sacrifice.  

Ultimately, Laura’s longing could only be fulfilled by Lizzie’s rightly-ordered 

self-sacrificial love. 

 
“Goblin Market” and Reserve 

 
Laura and Lizzie’s tale is also one of cautionary Reserve.  Certainly it is 

not extravagant to imagine that the “fruit” the goblin men offer is, like the fruit 

of the Garden of Eden, a form of knowledge that is inherently forbidden to 

humankind.  Furthermore, Laura’s desire for this knowledge does not preclude 
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the fact that her ultimate transgression in “Goblin Market” is, as we have already 

observed, a form of self-love, a disordering of her loves that has damaged her 

ability to interpret the world.  As Alan Jacobs notes in A Theology of Reading: The 

Hermeneutics of Love, the sin of placing one’s own will before the will of God and 

the sin of curious longing after that which is forbidden are bound up together, 

indeed are the same sin, for Augustine:  “Both curiositas and voluptas are, for 

Augustine, versions of cupiditas, that is, disordered desire.  Both represent a 

faulty attentiveness:  attentiveness either to the wrong things or to potentially 

right things in a wrong way” (19). 

Here, in “Goblin Market,” Rossetti elaborates a poetic and “fantastic” 

theory of Reserve even as she elaborates a theological understanding of it in The 

Face of the Deep.  Since the knowledge offered by the goblin men is of unknown 

origin (cf. ll. 44-45), Lizzie reiterates to her sister that such knowledge is 

inherently harmful (cf. l. 66).  As Rossetti notes in The Face of the Deep, the best 

approach to such tempting knowledge is absolute avoidance:  “It is wiser to 

remain ignorant than to learn evil,” (38) she writes.  Furthermore, her next 

statement seems directly to recall her poem of thirty years previous, as she 

writes that “[e]vil knowledge acquired in one wilful moment of curiosity may 

harass and haunt us to the end of our time” (38).  The key term here is “wilful”:  

Laura’s curiosity, though tempted sorely by the goblin cry, is ultimately her own 

willful desire.  Laura has been warned; she has seen the example of her sister, 

Lizzie, who follows Rossetti’s advice in avoiding the temptation to evil, and she 

has also heard the tale of “Jeanie,” whose curiosity ultimately led to the grave.  

In The Face of the Deep, Rossetti will later write that “evil knowledge need not 

harm us whilst involuntary,” (76) granting pardon to those who might stumble 
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upon it unwittingly; nevertheless, “to court it without justifying cause is to court 

death, as Eve courted death by [the] bye-path of knowledge” (76).  Such 

reflections on either willful ignorance or avoidance of evil knowledge cause 

Rossetti to note, most likely for herself as well as her readers, that “it becomes a 

matter of conscience what poems and novels to read, and how much of the 

current news of the day” (76).   

Later in The Face of the Deep, when commenting upon the command of 

Christ through John that Christians “flee defilement,” Rossetti offers an 

exhortation to her readers that again stresses the importance of total avoidance 

of evil.  She notes, in fact, that “purity follows a contrary rule to many other 

virtues” (97).  That is, a modicum of imaginative experience, of careful and close 

attention to the evil that is to be avoided, can actually help the Christian 

overcome certain trials:  “look hard at ill-temper, for instance; and when you 

attain to appreciate its contemptible aspect, you may advance to discern and fall 

in love with the majesty of meekness” (97).  However, for Rossetti, as Arseneau 

observes, the danger of studying evil knowledge is much more pronounced, and 

so ultimately “to escape the defilement of impurity one must choose not to 

behold it: ‘cover and turn away the eye lest it should behold it, stop the ear lest it 

should admit it . . . ‘” (97).  Doing so enables the Christian to imitate Christ 

himself, who “is of purer eyes than to behold evil, and Who cannot look on 

iniquity” (97).  Again Rossetti’s description of what happens to those who do not 

practice this type of Reserve mirrors her description of what happens to Laura as 

she succumbs to temptation.  If “the knowledge of foulness [is] welcomed, 

entertained, gloated over,” then it will “bree[d] in us foulness like itself; it acts 

like blood poison which infused from without turns the man himself, or the 
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woman herself, to a death-struck mass of corruption” (98).  Arseneau notes the 

similarity between Rossetti’s “description of the foulness that ‘acts like blood 

poison’ in The Face of the Deep” and “the corruption [that] acts like ‘poison in the 

blood’ (l.555) in ‘Goblin Market’” (88).  To avoid this knowledge is not to 

practice “holy courage” (Face 98) but rather a proper “holy cowardice,” which 

Rossetti sees, for example, exemplified in Joseph, who “fled, abandoning and 

risking all rather than do a great wickedness, and sin against God” (98).   

It is in this flight from evil that “Lizzie’s actions follow the model set in 

The Face of the Deep both by turning the eye and stopping the ear,” (87) as 

Arseneau observes.  Lizzie “covered up her eyes, / covered close lest they 

should look” (50-51) and “thrust a dimpled finger / in each ear, shut eyes and 

ran” (68) in order to shut out any possibility of hearing the tempting goblin cry 

(“come buy, come buy”) and thus to flee temptation as quickly as possible.8  She 

closes off any exposure to the senses, through which Rossetti believed that 

temptation most powerfully comes, the eyes not being able to look at the curious 

goblin men and the ears not being able to hear their tempting cry without evil 

consequences.  Laura, on the other hand, exhibits a willful curiosity, choosing to 

“linger / wondering at each merchant man” (69-70); such curiosity, however, 

will ultimately result in an ever-growing and overweening desire to possess this 

knowledge that is forbidden.  As noted above, Rossetti describes the results of 

idle speculation in The Face of the Deep in no uncertain terms:  evil knowledge 

will “harass and haunt” (38) one, “harm” (76) one, and will even cause one to 

“court death” (76) itself. 

Such, of course, is what ultimately happens to “curious Laura” (69), who 

does not exercise the proper reserve concerning knowledge that has been 
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forbidden to her, as her curiosity and unwillingness to flee from the goblin cry is 

portrayed “like a vessel at the launch / when its last restraint is gone” (85-86).  

Rossetti then goes into some detail concerning what happens to those who 

pursue knowledge unwisely:  it produces an insatiable thirst for more forbidden 

knowledge.  This thirst remains unsatiated, causing the pursuer of “evil 

knowledge” ultimately to devote his or her life to vanity.  This is the lesson of 

“Jeanie,” the exemplar whom Lizzie cites to Laura in an effort to frighten her 

into changing her ways.  Jeanie’s desire only grew after her initial contact with 

the goblin men; she “pined and pined away” (154) for the goblin men but 

“found them no more” (165).  Eventually, she “dwindled,” “grew grey,” and 

“fell” (156-57) as a result of her unfulfilled longing.  The same happens to Laura, 

whose “mouth waters still” (166) until she is finally fed by Lizzie’s Eucharistic 

meal.  Therefore, Rossetti stresses that the only countering of the unwise pursuit 

of worldly knowledge, the only method by which one can return to the path of 

life, is in a supernatural and sacramental experience of grace. 

 
The “Problematic” Ending of “Goblin Market” 

 
The ending of the poem, which has previously been seen as 

“problematic,” can, if viewed through the lens of The Face of the Deep, be clarified 

by means of a tropological interpretation.  Because at the close of “Goblin 

Market,” Laura and Lizzie return to domestic Victorian femininity, D’Amico 

points out that, “[f]or some, such an ending is a sentimental affirmation of the 

Victorian values that keep women from the goblin glen [i.e. the marketplace] 

and confine them to the home” (80).  The conclusion is therefore quite 

unsatisfactory for those critics who elsewhere find Rossetti to be a subversive 
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feminist.  Other critics read the ending “against the grain,” believing that 

“Rossetti does not quite mean what she writes and that ‘Goblin Market’ 

triumphs over its moral ending by assuring its readers that women do have a 

right to buy goblin fruit” (D’Amico 81).  D’Amico’s Christian reading of the 

ending notes that it both “underscore[s] the saving power of Lizzie’s redemptive 

love” (81) and “recognizes female sensuality and celebrates woman’s 

spirituality” (81).  But D’Amico chooses to buttress her reading of the ending of 

the poem by using biblical texts alone rather than citing Rossetti’s devotional 

prose as well. 

The Face of the Deep, particularly because it is devoted to the “ending” of 

Scripture itself, has something important to contribute to the whole notion of the 

“ending” of a work generally, and thus can shed particular light on the ending 

of “Goblin Market.”  As we saw in Chapter Two, Rossetti’s approach to 

Scripture is always inherently practical, and it should therefore come as no 

surprise that even an early poem like “Goblin Market” would tend toward the 

moral (or tropological) lesson.  Read allegorically and tropologically, the ending 

of the poem does not so much tell literally of the domestic lives of Laura and 

Lizzie as it puts readers in the place of their children, asking them to eschew 

temptation and embrace instead the redeeming love of Christ.   

At the close of “Goblin Market,” the sisterly relationship is held up as an 

example of moral rectitude, so that if one succumbs to the temptation of worldly 

knowledge, then it is a sister’s responsibility to correct the path of the one gone 

astray.  Rossetti offers this kind of edification in a passage from The Face of the 

Deep:  if “our neighbor languishes, is weak, wavers, is ready to perish,” then 

“whoso strives by prayer, or by any other conceivable agency to uphold him, 
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shall himself be upheld” (88).  Just as the sisters Lizzie and Laura warn their 

(presumed) daughters in “Goblin Market” to stay away from the “wicked, 

quaint fruit-merchant men” (553) and to encourage their children to “cheer,” 

“fetch,” “lift,” and “strengthen” one another, so does Rossetti further note that 

the responsibility of Christians to keep themselves pure extends to the proper 

admonition of the young:  

akin to our duty towards ourselves in this matter [of avoiding evil 
knowledge], is our duty towards others, especially towards the 
young:  in their regard we may pray to be made perfect as our 
Father in heaven is perfect; Who vouchsafed to shield the innocent 
ignorance of young Samuel, even while denouncing by his mouth 
abominable and crying sin. (98) 
 

We know from our previous examination of The Face of the Deep that Rossetti 

valued above all things the power of Scripture to call its readers to practical 

moral action (cf. Chapter Two especially).  As Rossetti writes, “Indeed all 

through the Book of Revelation lessons enforcing what we must or must not do 

or be, are as clear and as definite as in the rest of Holy Writ” (531).  Rossetti 

could not, for the sake of her own belief in the power of words to carry moral 

suasion, end “Goblin Market” simply with Laura’s being restored to health and 

right living, as positive an ending as that would have been.  In addition to the 

story of sin and redemption, Rossetti needs to reinforce the importance of 

continually telling the tale throughout the generations:  just as the New 

Testament did not end with the resurrection of Christ as recorded in the Gospels, 

but rather continues through to her beloved Apocalypse, so does Rossetti place 

her moral tale in an apocalyptic framework. 

We see, then, that “Goblin Market” demonstrates poetically the 

theological presuppositions that guided Rossetti in The Face of the Deep, 
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demonstrating that her work embodies an inherently unified artistic and 

apocalyptic vision.  As noted above, the doctrine of Reserve, concerning the 

avoidance of “evil knowledge,” issues in an active, practical, and personal 

obedience as well as in the “duty” to direct that personal obedience outward, 

with specific attention to helping others on the path to righteousness.  While 

“Goblin Market” makes these points poetically, The Face of the Deep makes them 

theologically.  And, just as Rossetti consistently exhorts her readers throughout 

The Face of the Deep to teach the tropological lessons of right interpretation to 

others, so “Lizzie’s function of showing how to ‘read’ is now passed on to Laura, 

who has undergone in the events of the poem a process of education, and who 

now passes on the moral to the next generation and gives a moral interpretation 

to her experience” (Arseneau 90). 

 
 “The Prince’s Progress” 

 
A poem often cited as a “companion” piece to “Goblin Market” is “The 

Prince’s Progress.”  Like “Goblin Market,” it is the eponymous poem in one of 

Rossetti’s published collections of poetry.  Also like “Goblin Market,” it is a kind 

of Christian fairy-tale that takes place in a mythical but nonspecific place and 

time.  Furthermore, “The Prince’s Progress” rehearses in poetic form, as does 

“Goblin Market,” the theological presuppositions and concerns that Rossetti 

engages in The Face of the Deep. 

The criticism of “The Prince’s Progress,” while significant in its own right, 

is much less voluminous than that of “Goblin Market”;9 however, two critics, 

notably Linda Peterson and Mary Arseneau, have demonstrated that its central 

concern is similar to that of “Goblin Market”—the failure of the central figure 
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properly to interpret his experiences using biblical symbolism—even as, unlike 

“Goblin Market,” it ends with no redemption, no tropological lesson to impart to 

the next generation.  Peterson notes that, “[a]t the beginning of the poem, 

Rossetti surrounds the Prince with so many biblical types and allusions that he 

seems—though only seems—to be a Christ figure” (220).  The reason that he 

“only seems” to be a type of Christ is that, as in Rossetti’s poem “Symbols,” the 

types do not blossom into their fulfilled antitypes; in “The Prince’s Progress,” 

“Rossetti does not allow her protagonist to fulfill these biblical types and 

allusions” (221).  This bridegroom does ultimately reach his bride, but by the 

time he arrives, she is dead.  Along the way, as Peterson notes, the Prince fails 

“as a faithful reader of the scriptures—and of the literary and artistic traditions 

in which, for centuries, Christians have been taught to interpret typologically” 

(222). 

 Arseneau reads the poem in much the same way:  her thesis is that “The 

Prince’s Progress” is “primarily concerned with the individual for whom 

incorrect interpretation of symbolic events and figures has dire and mortal 

consequences” (279).  While I will rely on some of Peterson’s and Arseneau’s 

insights in examining “The Prince’s Progress,” I will also rely once again on the 

theological concerns of The Face of the Deep to demonstrate how the Prince fails 

utterly in recognizing the Scriptural allusions and images by which he should 

properly interpret his experiences. 

 “The Prince’s Progress” begins with all the conventional signs that point 

to a motif of the Prince who journeys through various trials and temptations, 

eventually to find his love awaiting him, with a joyful marriage scene coming at 

the end of the poem.  However, Rossetti breaks with this convention:  the Prince 
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thrice tarries and is distracted from his goal, and therefore his love pines away 

and eventually dies in her waiting for him.  We also see at the beginning of the 

poem that this failure is linked directly to the notion of apocalyptic waiting, as it 

was in “Goblin Market”; for this waiting to be fruitful, the correct attitude 

toward interpretation is required.  The poem begins with the language of desire 

for Eternity and waiting on Christ that are quite familiar to readers of both 

Rossetti’s poetry and the Scriptural passages that prompted such longings.  The 

bride seems taken directly from Rossetti’s lyrical and devotional poetry:  she is 

portrayed as a watcher and waiter for Christ, “weep[ing]” (6) and “waiting for 

one whose coming is slow” (5).  She also echoes such Rossetti poems as “The 

Convent Threshold,” “Old and New Year Ditties,” “Dost Thou Not Care?” and 

“Of Him That Was Ready to Perish” as well as the Psalmist,10 asking “How long 

shall I wait, come heat come rime?” (7, my emphasis).  All of the waiting that the 

bride must undergo, like the waiting of Christians for Christ, is encapsulated in 

the one word “Till” found at the beginning of the next line:  the bride must wait 

“Till the strong Prince comes” (8); furthermore, the bride recognizes that 

temporal patience is a necessary component of this apocalyptic waiting, that the 

Prince “must come in time” (8). 

 The poem then shifts to an introduction of the Prince, who is not, as 

Peterson notes (cf. 220), immediately or consistently portrayed as a Christ figure.  

Instead of a Christ who delays his coming, as we saw in The Face of the Deep, for 

the good growth and trust of his creatures, the Prince has almost no reasons for 

delay.  He is seen foremost as apathetic, “taking his ease on cushion and mat” 

(15); while his “staff and his hat” lie “close at hand,” (15) he has not yet taken 

them up to begin his journey.  The Prince has an imagined interlocutor, a “voice 
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of [his] doom” (19) that seems to come from nowhere; the Prince asks the voice 

whether his bride still “keeps . . . watch thro’ glare and thro’ gloom” (21).  He is 

assured by this voice that the bride indeed “watches in one white room, / And is 

patient for thy sake” (23-24).  The voice, however, proceeds to offer the Prince 

symbolic clues that, although the bride waits patiently, she cannot wait forever, 

as her death is portended by the symbols of white flowers that the voice calls 

“death-cups” (35).  As Arseneau notes, this is the Prince’s first major failure of 

interpretation; he “fails to attempt any symbolic interpretation of the emblematic 

description of his bride” (281), nor does he recall these warnings later in his 

journey. 

 The Prince does finally begin his pilgrimage, “going forth in the joy of his 

strength” (46); however, though he is “strong of limb” his “purpose [is] weak” 

(47).  The Prince relies on his own strength, lacking a definite motivation for his 

journey of interpretation.  In this way, he can be seen as relying solely on his 

own intellectual power and not submitting himself to any prior authority; that is, 

he lacks the proper spirit of humility that, as we have seen in both “Goblin 

Market” and in The Face of the Deep, is absolutely requisite to right interpretation 

and success in the interpretive enterprise.  The first instance of this lack is seen 

as the Prince approaches a gleaming-eyed milkmaid who entreats him to “sit 

under [an] apple-tree” (81) with her “for one idle day” (82), which he blissfully 

does.  As Arseneau points out, “[t]he reader will know that the apple tree is 

iconographically associated with temptation, disobedience, the Garden of Eden, 

and the Fall” (283); and yet the Prince “is completely unaware of any deeper 

significance in his action” (283).  The milkmaid is presented not simply as a 

temptress, but as the serpent, in language that quite deliberately echoes the tale 
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of the serpent’s beguiling of Eve in Genesis 3:  She “twist[s] her hair in a cunning 

braid / And writhe[s] it in shining serpent-coils” (93-94, my emphasis). 

 After this episode, the Prince is called to action by another mysterious 

voice, and here we see the all-important and consistent theme in Rossetti’s 

devotional prose, especially in The Face of the Deep—namely, that right 

interpretation and right action are clearly bound together, indeed are 

inextricable.  Though the Prince is “strong,” his poor interpretation of the 

symbols nonetheless fails to issue in any discernible action.  The tropological 

significance of the Prince’s journey is found after this first temptation with the 

milkmaid.  The “watchman lark” calls “up, up, up” (109) to the Prince, 

entreating this “sluggard” to “Press to the high goal, fly to the mark” (111).  

Here, Rossetti utilizes a wealth of Scriptural allusion to depict the Prince not 

only as one who fails to use Scripture properly to interpret his experience, but 

also as one who does not act on the Scriptural images as they are presented to 

him.  In Isaiah 21 and Ezekiel 3, the watchman is the figure appointed by God to 

call Israel to repentance, to act faithfully in response to the divine summons.  

The “sluggard” is an image reappearing consistently throughout the book of 

Proverbs; the Prince either forgets or never knew the call to the lazy found in 

Proverbs 6:  “How long will you lie there, you sluggard?  When will you get up 

from your sleep?”  He also does not remember the consequences of sleeping 

away his responsibility, for “a little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the 

hands to rest” results in “poverty” and “scarcity.”  Further, the call to “Press to 

the high goal” (111) deliberately recalls Paul’s exhortation to the Philippians to 

follow him as he “press[es] toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of 

God in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 3:14).  The epithet of “sleeper” given to the 
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Prince in line 117 also places the poem firmly in the context of Christ’s parable of 

the bridegroom and the virgins in Matthew 25:  there, it is the virgins who lie 

sleeping, thus failing properly to prepare for the advent of the bridegroom, 

while here it is the bride who awaits the “dilatory” Prince (cf. Harrison 111). 

 The Prince’s next challenge involves an alchemist who agrees to provide 

lodging if the Prince will help him work toward his current project, which is the 

creation of an “Elixir of Life” that at this point “but one thing lacks” (203-04).  

Arseneau has noted the “Faustian overtones” of this bargain, which “indicate 

that the Prince has pledged his allegiance to the wrong source of immortality” 

(284), but the language used to describe the deficiency of the elixir (“one thing 

lacks”) would also seem to indicate a conscious effort on Rossetti’s part to link 

the story of the Prince and the alchemist to the Scriptural tale of another 

“Prince,” the rich young ruler found in Mark 10.  Here, the teacher seeks “eternal 

life,” just as the alchemist and the Prince do; he asks Jesus what he must do to 

gain this eternal life, confessing that he has indeed kept the commandments 

“since [his] youth.”  Jesus responds by telling the ruler, “Go, sell what you own, 

and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then 

come, follow me.”  The alchemist, however, attempts to subvert the traditional 

Christian means to eternal life, which requires suffering, sacrifice, and right 

moral actions such as giving to the poor.  The Prince, by virtue of his agreeing to 

aid the alchemist in his quest for eternal life, also attempts to circumvent good 

works and self-sacrifice.   

 The Prince again sets off on his way, this time with the Elixir of Life that 

he has procured from the death of the alchemist.  As Arseneau points out, “his 

actions still convey no sense of purpose:  he is ‘Lagging,’ ‘apt to swerve,’ and 
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‘Lazy of limb’” (287).  His third and last trial involves a cadre of women who 

further delay his journey, summoning the Prince with voices that exhort him to 

action after this final delay.  Echoing the climax of “Goblin Market” in which the 

narrator asks “Is it death or is it life?” (523), here the voices ask “Is there life?” 

(379).  In this poem, however, unlike “Goblin Market,” we find not the 

resurrection—there is no “life out of death” (524)—but rather Rossetti’s familiar 

language of deferred and unfulfilled hope.  Now “the lamp burns low” (379), 

“the coming is slow” (380), and “the long promise . . . has not been kept” (382).  

The bride “languisheth / as a lily drooping to death” (386).  After the Prince 

arrives at the valley in which the bride lives, the narrator further describes the 

attentiveness of the bride, who “has watched, has waited long . . . with a patient 

song” (460, 462).  But this apocalyptic unveiling commanded by the narrator 

[“draw the gold-stiff curtains aside” (465)] is ultimately unconsummated 

because of the Prince’s failure to act according to the symbols and Scriptural 

admonitions given to him.  Without decisive moral action based on a proper 

Scriptural interpretation of his experiences, there can be no fruition, no ultimate 

consummation of the bridegroom’s waiting. 

 
Conclusion 

 
 We see, then, that even Rossetti’s early and ostensibly “non-devotional” 

poems, here represented by “The Convent Threshold,” “Symbols,” “Goblin 

Market,” and “The Prince’s Progress” demonstrate literarily, through poetic 

imagery and narrative, both the underlying and more prominent theological 

concerns of The Face of the Deep.  It is in this way that The Face of the Deep can be 

called the “grammar” of Rossetti’s poetic vision, as each poem in some way 
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evinces the intrinsic yet complicated relationship existing amongst each of her 

theological concerns:  Rossetti’s Augustinian and monastic understanding of 

what attitudes must enable the study of Scripture as well as what fruits should 

be produced from Scriptural study, the evolution of her attitudes toward 

longing and fulfillment, and the importance of the Tractarian doctrine of Reserve 

for both poetic composition and Scriptural interpretation.  Each concern bears on 

the other, and yet as we have seen in our examination of these poems, there is no 

tidy structuralist method by which one can easily classify or separate out the 

theological and the literary attitudes, images, and symbols utilized by Rossetti in 

the crafting of her poetry.  Ultimately, Rossetti remains keenly congruent in The 

Face of the Deep with her earlier poetry, imparting to readers through the rich 

theological context of her exhortative prose the same lessons she formerly taught 

through symbols such as the rose and egg as well as through characters such as 

goblin men, lazy princes, and complicated and conflicted yet visionary and 

triumphant women. 
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Notes 
 
 

1For a good analysis of the relative strengths and weaknesses of such an 
approach as Frye’s, see Paul Fiddes’ The Promised End: Eschatology in Theology and 
Literature (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), 18-22. 
 

2It is important to note that the word “goblin” would have had a much 
more sinister, indeed demonic, connotation for Rossetti than in its modern and 
diluted sense.  Cf. the OED’s first definition for the word—“A mischievous and 
ugly demon.”  
 

3While critics often point out the similarities between Rossetti’s “The 
Prince’s Progress” and Bunyan’s “The Pilgrim’s Progress,” they have been less 
apt to note the similarity of the tempting goblin call and righteous Lizzie’s 
response to the call of the hawkers of vanities and the response of Bunyan’s 
pilgrims Christian and Faithful.  As the pilgrims approach the market of “Vanity 
Fair,” they hear the merchants ask “What will ye buy?” (87).  In response to this 
call, however, the pilgrims answer “We buy the truth” as well as “put their 
fingers in their ears, and cry, ‘Turn away mine eyes from beholding vanity,’ and 
look upwards, signifying that their trade and traffic was in heaven” (87). 
 

4D. M. R. Bentley notes, for instance, that Laura “wrongly and 
dangerously misinterprets the significance of [the goblin men’s] voices” (69). 
 

5Perhaps Rossetti counters in “Goblin Market” her own frustrated longing 
after Christ’s kingdom, depicting Lizzie as the patient Christian whom she longs 
to be and, as Chapter Three here argued, whom she ultimately becomes in The 
Face of the Deep. 
 

6The “south” is also the land of the Rossettis’ origin, the Romantic, 
sensuous, and “dolce far niente” [“sweet doing of nothing”] Italy.  Christina’s 
friend and admirer John Ruskin in particular noted the differences between the 
“energetic” North and the “lazy” South.  The North contains a certain “wildness 
of thought [and] roughness of work” that is “put forth only the more 
energetically because the fine finger-touch [of Northern craftsmen] was chilled 
away by the frosty wind, and the eye dimmed by the moor-mist, or blinded by 
the hail.”  The Northern spirit is stronger and intrinsically more industrious than 
the Southern, since those of the Northern countries “may not gather redundant 
fruitage from the earth, nor bask in dreamy benignity of sunshine, but must 
break the rock for bread, and cleave the forest for fire” (256). 
 

7The lily, of course, was long held to be a symbol of Christ; see D’Amico 
(87). 
 

8See the above note concerning the similarity of Bunyan’s pilgrims’ 
response to that of Lizzie. 
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9Note, for instance, that approximately 76 articles in the MLA 
Bibliography treat “Goblin Market,” while only 5 examine “The Prince’s 
Progress.” 
 

10“How long,” expressing a desire for God decisively to act, is a consistent 
refrain in the Psalms.  Some examples are Psalms 4, 6, 13, 35, and 62. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Conclusion 
 
 

No one who studies Christina Rossetti seriously can afford to ignore the 

unmistakable and unavoidable evidence of the importance of Christian faith in 

her life.  As her brother William Michael states in his “Memoir” of Christina, 

“her life had two motive powers,—religion and affection:  hardly a third” (liv).  

And most critics do recognize that the biographical fact of Rossetti’s Christian 

faith operates in her poetry and prose, both of which are thoroughly suffused 

with biblical imagery, diction, and allusions.  But, as I have shown here, 

Rossetti’s use of Scripture is never a matter of simple citation, but is always 

bound up with a complex set of theological and literary concerns of which 

Scripture forms only a part.  Thus my thesis allows us closely to examine not 

merely the biographical fact of Rossetti’s faith, but to account for the deep and 

systematic theology that bubbles under the surface of the ostensibly simple and 

“devotional” work The Face of the Deep.  This thesis hopefully will keep the view 

of Rossetti’s faith as “pure and absolute” (“Memoir” liv) at the forefront of 

Rossetti criticism while at the same time offering a range of new perspectives by 

which critics can approach Rossetti not only as a poet and a “woman of faith,” 

but as a theologian and Scriptural interpreter who, despite a lack of formal 

theological education, nonetheless offers profound theological and poetic 

insights in The Face of the Deep.  

Furthermore, Christina Rossetti’s commentary on Revelation, placed in its 

rich biblical, theological, and literary contexts, better clarifies certain 
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commonplaces concerning the Victorian period.  Certainly, we see through our 

close examination of The Face of the Deep that, for Rossetti, as for many 

Victorians, religious faith and literary art are absolutely inseparable.  Even 

Rossetti’s ostensibly “non-devotional” poems such as “Goblin Market” become 

profound restatements of traditional Christian theological truths when examined 

in the light of The Face of the Deep’s Anglo-Catholic theological and literary 

concerns.  But, perhaps more important, we see how Rossetti did indeed enter 

the fray of nineteenth-century biblical interpretation without going to either of 

the extremes that would eventually evolve from that period.  On the one hand, 

following the lead of Friedrich Schleiermacher, the nineteenth century produced 

a certain type of emotive Protestant liberalism that eschewed the appeal to 

Scriptural authority, especially when Scripture dealt with the supernatural or 

paradoxical, and sought instead as the touchstone of religion an unmediated and 

direct intuition of God.  On the other hand, it also produced the kind of wooden 

fundamentalism that privileges the individual interpreter of Scripture who reads 

Scripture univocally, thus ignoring the venerable interpretative traditions of the 

Church throughout the centuries in favor of the autonomous interpreting self. 

The particular Anglo-Catholic theological and literary concerns of 

Rossetti’s commentary help to demonstrate one author’s circumvention of these 

nineteenth-century interpretive constrictions.  Indeed, Rossetti’s commentary is 

both deeply personal, concerned with the individual’s moral, active 

appropriation of Scripture and thus his or her individual relationship to God, 

and at the same time deeply communal, concerned in its very presuppositions as 

well as in its overt statements with never overstepping the boundaries of what 

tradition has circumscribed for proper scriptural interpretation.  The close of The 
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Face of the Deep reiterates the nature of Rossetti’s personal yet interconnected 

interpretation, as Rossetti prays that Christ would look upon her and her readers 

“with the eyes that recalled St. Peter to himself, to the Communion of Saints, to 

Thee” (551).  Here we see that Christ’s gaze leads one first to inward 

contemplation, then to the outward fellowship of all believers, and finally to 

God himself. 

 Ultimately, Rossetti’s reading of Scripture as evinced in The Face of the 

Deep is nothing if not an act of worship, a means by which she believed that God 

drew nigh to her and by which she could enable others to do the same: 

We read without comprehending unless Thou open our 
understanding: give us intelligence.  Nothing can we do unless 
Thou prosper the work of our hands upon us:  oh prosper Thou 
our handiwork.  We are weak:  out of weakness make us strong.  
We are in peril of death:  come and heal us.  We believe:  help Thou 
our unbelief.  We hope:  let us not be disappointed of our hope.  
We love:  grant us to love much, to love ever more and more, to 
love all, and most of all to love Thee.  (532)
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APPENDIX A 
 

The Readership and Provenance of The Face of the Deep 
 
 

It is very difficult to ascertain exact numbers from primary sources 

concerning how many copies of The Face of the Deep sold in the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, but its provenance is a bit easier to establish.  The Face of the Deep, 

published by SPCK (the Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge), 

went through six editions:  1892, 1893, 1895, 1902, 1907, and 1911.  In 1899, “W. 

M. L. Jay” (the pseudonym of American writer Julia Louise Matilda Woodruff) 

released a book entitled Reflected Lights from “The Face of the Deep,” which 

collected and arranged sections of both the prose and the poetry.  The Face of the 

Deep has remained out of print since 1911, and, like Rossetti’s other prose works, 

is somewhat difficult to obtain.  However, the rising critical appreciation for and 

attention to Rossetti’s devotional prose have resulted in greater availability of 

the works.  For instance, P. G. Stanwood and David Kent have included 

selections from The Face of the Deep in their book Selected Prose of Christina Rossetti 

(St. Martin’s, 1988).  In 2003, Thoemmes Continuum released a four-volume 

reprint of several of Rossetti’s devotional prose works, including The Face of the 

Deep, with introductions by Maria Keaton of Marquette University. 

Several critics have offered educated suppositions as to the composition 

of the audience for which Rossetti intended her devotional prose.  In Christina 

Rossetti: Faith, Gender, and Time, Diane D’Amico includes what information she 

has, both in “hard” evidence and in speculation, concerning the readership of 

the prose: 
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Rossetti’s devotional reading diary, Time Flies, sold seven thousand 
copies; The Face of the Deep, her commentary on the Apocalypse, 
went through six editions; and by 1912, twenty-one thousand 
copies of Verses had been printed.  Sales figures on her other 
devotional works are difficult to obtain, but we do know that Seek 
and Find was still being published in 1906 and Called to be Saints in 
1912.  Certainly, both women and men were buying and reading 
these works.  Possibly, Anglican vicars read Rossetti and 
occasionally drew upon her teaching for their sermons; 
furthermore, Rossetti’s devotional poetry and prose appears to 
have been well received by members of the Methodist Church as 
well.  (148) 

 
Other critics are even less precise in their conjectures, but all seem to 

agree on a broad category of religious readers that would have made sales of 

Rossetti’s prose somewhat successful.  In Christina Rossetti’s Feminist Theology, 

Lynda Palazzo merely states (without further footnote or comment) that 

Rossetti’s devotional works “were very popular in her day and widely used 

even by the clergy” (ix).  Dolores Rosenblum contends that Rossetti wrote these 

works “for a larger and more democratic audience” than she did for her poetry 

and that this audience’s “interests were not primarily literary” but religious (57).  

Sharon Smulders believes that Rossetti “intended [her devotional prose] to be of 

interest and instruction to her public” (18), but goes no further in elaborating 

what “her public” might have been.  Finally, Ralph Bellas observes that 

Rossetti’s prose “did meet the devotional needs of Christian readers” (117).  

Ultimately, it is clear at least from ancillary evidence and from the text of The 

Face of the Deep itself that Rossetti’s intended audience for the devotional prose 

was no doubt primarily Anglican and most likely of a conservative theological 

bent.  
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APPENDIX B 

 
A Passage from The Face of the Deep 

 
 
1. The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave unto Him, to show unto His 

servants things which must shortly come to pass; and He sent and signified it 

by His angel unto His servant John: 

2.  Who bare record of the word of God, and of the testimony of Jesus Christ, 

and of all things that he saw. 

 “Things which must shortly come to pass.”—At the end of 1800 years we 

are still repeating this “shortly,” because it is the word of God and the testimony 

of Jesus Christ: thus starting in fellowship of patience with that blessed John 

who owns all Christians as his brethren (see ver. 9). 

More marvellous than many marvels subsequently revealed is that 

initiatory marvel, the dignity of Him Who ministers to His own servants.  For 

God Almighty it is Who gives to Jesus Christ His Co-Equal Son a Revelation for 

man.  It reaches us through Angel and Apostle, but these are the channel, not the 

fountain-head, as St. Paul writes to his Corinthian converts: “What has thou that 

thou didst not receive?  now if thou didst receive it, why does thou glory, as if 

thou hadst not received it?” 

Wherefore are we God’s creatures?  To the end that He may do us good.  

Wherefore are we Christ’s servants?  To the end that He may save us.  And how 

helped He His fallen creatures?  By taking their damage upon Himself.  And 

how took He in hand to save His servants?  By sacrificing Himself for them.  Did 

He at all need us as servants?  Nay, but we needed Him. 
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Thee we needed, Thee we need, O Only Almighty, All-merciful Redeemer.  As 

Thou for us who needed Thee, so grant that we may spend ourselves for any 

who need us; nor desire to have servants or dependents or inferiors except so far 

as we may do them good, requiting to them what Thou hast done to us. 

[Such cannot be our honest theory, unless it be likewise our honest practice.] 

We may not connect so human a virtue as patience with the blessed 

Angels, because exemption from sin seems to entail incapacity for certain graces.  

But St. John, of like passions with ourselves, may indeed have needed patience 

to “prophesy again before many peoples, and nations, and tongues, and kings” 

of that “whole world” whereof he himself avers that it lieth in wickedness. 

“The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave unto Him, to show unto 

His servants things which must . . . come to pass.”—Christ reveals to us these 

things, and by virtue of his Spirit dwelling in us, these and all things reveal to us 

Christ.  For while this Book abounds in the terror of the Lord, through and above 

tumult of multitudes and their voice as of voluminous waters or of mighty 

thunderings sounds the dear word, “It is I; be not afraid.”  

Teach us, O Lord, to fear Thee without terror, and to trust Thee without 

misgiving: to fear Thee in love, until it please Thee that we shall love Thee 

without fear. 

“To show unto his servants.”—The promise is to “His servants” only, in 

accordance with our Lord’s own words: “If any man will do His Will, he shall 

know of the doctrine . . . “: he, not another.  Obedience is the key of knowledge, 

not knowledge of obedience.  Yet this showing is not the same as explaining: 

truths or events are certified to us, and in consequence we know them; but it by 

no means follows that we can account for them or foresee the time or the manner 
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of their coming to pass.  Even St. Paul was content to class himself with his 

hearers when he wrote, “We know in part.”  And St. Peter attests how the 

prophets “inquired and searched diligently . . . searching what, or what manner 

of time the Spirit of Christ which was in them did signify . . . Unto whom it was 

revealed, that not unto themselves, but unto us they did minister . . . ” 

Seems it a small thing to minister rather than to be ministered unto?  Nay: for 

thus did the Lord Jesus, who likewise said, “It is more blessed to give than to 

receive.” 

“The goodly fellowship of the Prophets praise Thee.” 

Things there are which “the angels desire to look into.” Somewhat of the 

manifold Wisdom of God was not known unto the principalities and powers in 

heavenly places until the Church brought it to light. 

“Therefore with Angels and Archangels, and with all the company of 

heaven, we laud and magnify Thy Glorious Name, evermore praising Thee.” 

O Gracious Saviour, Who declaredst unto St. Peter, “What I do, thou 

knowest not now; but thou shalt know hereafter”; give us grace now to answer 

Thee with his final submission, that hereafter we may adore Thee with his 

insight. 

O Gracious Saviour, Who bestowedst upon St. John a great glory of 

humility when he bare record how Thou saidst not of him, “He shall not die,” 

grant unto us in mortal life humility, and in life immortal glory. 

Heaven is not far, though far the sky 
   Overarching earth and main. 
It takes not long to live and die, 
   Die, revive, and rise again. 
Not long: how long?  Oh long re-echoing song! 
O Lord, how long? 
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“Who bare record of the word of God, and of the testimony of Jesus Christ.”  

Elsewhere St. John writes: “If we receive the witness of men, the witness of God 

is greater.”  All truth is venerable, let who will propound it; now an Apostle, at 

another time Caiaphas.  Our Lord Himself said: “Ye sent unto John, and he bare 

witness unto the truth.  But I receive not testimony from man.”  Clearly then the 

Truth is to be believed not for his word’s sake who records it, but for His 

Verity’s sake Who reveals it. 

O Lord Jesus Christ, who art Truth and Wisdom, reveal thyself unto us, 

we beseech Thee.  Thou art not far from every one of us.  Grant us good-will to 

draw nigh unto Thee, Who deignest to draw nigh unto us. 

“Who bare record . . . of all things that he saw.”  Blessed he who once and 

again saw and believed.  None the less Christ’s promise stands sure to ourselves: 

“Blessed are they that have not seen, and yet have believed.”  O Saviour of men, 

Who sufferest not Thy beloved Disciple to exclude us, even us, from any height 

or depth of beatitude, give us grace to be of those blessed who not seeing 

believe. (9-11) 
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