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Practice exam question 

Rossetti and sexuality 
Cathy O'Neill 

Guidance for the question on p. 35 of the magazine. 

The opening to an answer 
It is easy for a twenty-first century reader to interpret ‘Goblin Market’ (1859) as an open exploration of 
sexuality, in which Laura gives way to temptation and falls for the lure offered by the goblin men, 
whose cry ‘Come buy, come buy’ echoes through the poem. Laura’s rescue by her sister Lizzie (who 
resists the goblins’ attempts to force her to eat the fruit, although she returns from her encounter 
scratched, mauled and mocked), invites a reading of the poem in which love between women (and, 
what is more, sisters) is redemptive and more powerful than the damaging predatory attacks of men. 
In this reading, perhaps first expressed by Germaine Greer in 1975, the poem is seen as ‘deeply 
perverse’. She suggests that at the heart of the poem lies ‘the unexpressed incest taboo… . The poem 
it seems is about guilt, and the pleasure of guilt’. But this reading avoids the poem’s ambiguity and 
offers us a crude post-Freudian interpretation that doesn’t acknowledge the particular tension of 
Rossetti’s work, in which she can be seen as both traditional and innovative. The much shorter poem 
‘Maude Clare’ (1858) gives us a way into understanding her ambiguous presentation of sexuality, 
acknowledging her position (as Harrison has claimed) as a pivotal figure in the cultural transitions of 
the second half of the nineteenth century. 

Rossetti’s early readers admired her poems for quite different reasons than Greer identifies. An 1862 
review of her first book of poems admired and praised ‘Goblin Market’ for its ‘true dramatic character, 
life and pictures for those who read it simply as a legend, while it has an inner meaning for all who can 
discern it…it is suggestive and symbolical without the stiffness of set allegory’. Interestingly, the ‘inner 
meaning’ is not spelt out, perhaps finding pleasure in its very ambiguity, or perhaps not daring to give 
voice to its (to a Victorian reader) troubling sexual moments, such as when Laura gorges herself on 
the fruit globes:  

‘She sucked and sucked and sucked the more 
Fruits which that unknown orchard bore; 
She sucked until her lips were sore’ 

It is this interest in ambiguity (rather than explicit allegory where there is a clear message) that we now 
need to explore in order to contextualise the presentation of sexuality in Rossetti’s poems. In ‘Maude 
Clare’ the poem slips away from a straightforward reading. In many ways Maude Clare is presented as 
of higher status than Nell, but she has also fallen by having a relationship outside marriage with 
Thomas. Nell appears to be the victor in that she is married to Thomas and is given the final two 
verses to express her certainty that in time he will love her in return: 

‘Yea, tho’ you are taller by the head, 
More wise, and much more fair; 
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I’ll love him till he loves me best, 
Me best of all, Maude Clare.’ 

While McNamara argues that the fallen woman ‘is depicted as having the supposed sexual 
susceptibility of working-class women’ and she cannot therefore be redeemed and returned to the 
conservative house, home and childrearing world, there seem to be many unanswered questions here 
that make her more interesting to the reader than the complacent bride. Although we hear the hope of 
Thomas’s mother that the newlyweds will live ever true to each other, the significance of the lines 
‘Your father thirty years ago/Had just your tale to tell’ is not spelt out. We assume that his father also 
loved another woman better than the one he married. But the tale itself remains untold. Further 
ambiguities exist in the way in which Maude Clare gives her gifts ostensibly ‘To bless the hearth, to 
bless the board,/ To bless the marriage bed.’ but they are immediately shown to be ironic gifts, closer 
to curses. The two verses in which she describes her half gifts are the richest in imagery of the whole 
poem and these suggest (in the same way that Pre-Raphaelite paintings of the same period do) many 
possible meanings. The half golden chain recalls ‘The day we waded ankle-deep/ For lilies in the beck’ 
and the faded leaves ‘We plucked from budding bough, /With feet amongst the lily leaves, – /The lilies 
are budding now.’ These lines suggest, in tiny revealing details, a relationship of great pleasure, 
intimacy and sexual adventure but do so indirectly through the connotations of water, leaves and 
buds. The lilies still budding suggest, too, that their relationship is a recent one; this is confirmed by 
Thomas’s faltering, the only moment in the poem where the alternate line rhyming also falters. Her 
gifts given directly to Nell are similarly ambiguous: ‘Tho’ were it fruit, the bloom were gone/ Or were it 
flowers, the dew.’ We are certain the present, whether fruit or flowers, is blighted and spent, 
suggesting she will not enjoy the pleasure of sexual love, but which they are Rossetti does not reveal.   

Commentary 
The answer begins by addressing how the presentation of sexuality in ‘Goblin Market’ might be read 
by a twenty-first century reader. This is rather an indirect approach, as perhaps it would make more 
sense to discuss how sexuality in the poem might be read by a mid-Victorian reader, to contextualise it 
more firmly. However, the answer does move on to this in the second paragraph and the contrast 
between the two readings is clearly explored.  

The argument develops its own view confidently and consistently, identifying a second poem ‘Maude 
Clare’ as a way of exploring the ambiguity in Rossetti’s approach to sexuality. 

The answer is critically evaluative in the way it uses textual quotation as an integral part of the 
argument. The evaluation of the verse form is done with a light touch, as is the exploration of imagery 
in the second paragraph. The writer’s craft is at the forefront of the answer, evaluating how ambiguity 
is used by Rossetti to keep her readers wondering about the poems, rather than giving us fixed, 
allegorical answers. 

Context and critical readings are used relevantly to illuminate the response. Perhaps the answer is 
more interested in critical readings than context here, but since this is only the opening paragraphs, 
the rest of the answer might go on to address Rossetti’s pivotal role in the important cultural transitions 
between 1850 and 1900, as promised in the introduction.   
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