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Goblin Market by Christina Rossetti 

 

Overview 

In Task 1 students in key stage 3 will write their own poetry inspired by the first verse in 

Christina Rossetti’s poem Goblin Market. Task 2 is aimed at older students, but like the first 

task invites them to create a list poem.  A’ Level students may prefer to focus on the third 

activity in which they can write a poem inspired by the moral messages some read in 

Rossetti’s poem. 

 

Introduction 

 

In the first verse of Rossetti’s poem she lists of all the luscious fruits on sale at the goblins’ 

market. (The refrain, “Come buy, come buy” is reminiscent of Victorian street cries; and Lionel 

Bart’s street sellers’ song from Oliver, Who will buy?) 

 

The poem’s rhythm is created by the goblins’ insistent patter, the market trader’s call to 

customers. The repetition of berries and the plural of other fruits create a rhyming pattern. 

Read through and find the rhyming lines that remind us to hurry over, to look, sample and 

purchase: [“taste them and try”  “sweet to tongue and sound to eye”] 

All the senses are employed here and the fruit has a sensual, sexual quality “Figs to fill your 

mouth”. The imagery suggests the forbidden fruit of the garden of Eden and to taste it will be 

the loss of innocence and the fall of (wo)mankind. 

 

Most fruits have a short, rhythmic description. Find some of these and discuss; pick out the 

descriptive words and (adjectival) phrases – what ideas do they convey? (e.g. ‘wild’, ‘free’, 

‘plump’, ‘bright’ and ‘fire-like’ imply passion; ‘bloom-down-cheeked peaches’ suggest a 

youthful complexion). 

 

Task 1 

Market Goods - List Poem 

 

If possible, go to a market and choose a stall; otherwise, use your imagination. 

 

The stall might offer clothes, haberdashery, household goods, vegetables…or anything! 

Decide on the type of goods on sale; and then make a list of them. Add brief descriptions to 

most of your items. Your poem will form the sales patter of the stall trader. Juggle your list to 

Copyright © The British Library Board  1  



  
 
 Poetry & Performance 
 Teachers’ Notes 

create a rhythm. You may put together two items on the same line – but no more than three, 

as you need short lines to maintain a fast pace. Create at least one rhyming couplet within the 

poem; finish with two rhyming couplets. (Try to make your last lines repeat the same rhyme 

as earlier lines, as in Rossetti’s poem.) 

 

Task 2 

Movement with Sounds - List Poem 

Look at Verse 15, from line 345: 

 

Laugh'd every goblin  

When they spied her peeping:  

Came towards her hobbling,  

Flying, running, leaping,  

Puffing and blowing,  

Chuckling, clapping, crowing,  

Clucking and gobbling,  

Mopping and mowing,  

Full of airs and graces,  

Pulling wry faces,  

Demure grimaces,  

Cat-like and rat-like,  

Ratel- and wombat-like,  

Snail-paced in a hurry,  

Parrot-voiced and whistler,  

Helter skelter, hurry skurry,  

Chattering like magpies,  

Fluttering like pigeons,  

Gliding like fishes, -  

 

a.) Make a list of all the movements you can think of. Like Rossetti, you can include 

noises to accompany the movements; and remember to include gestures and facial 

expressions -  these all add to the rhythmic intensity of the motion. (You could do this 

as a group activity and share.) 

b.) Now look at Rossetti’s similes: ‘Fluttering like pigeons’, ‘Gliding like fishes’. Add some 

similes to your own movement words. Rossetti compares the goblins’ actions to those 
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of animals and birds; you may do this too - or find other comparisons – e.g. ‘zooming 

like cars,’ ‘fluttering like confetti’ … invent your own. 

c.) End with four lines of alternate rhymes, as with the last stanza of this section of 

Rosetti’s poem. You can use half rhyme, as she does here (sun / then); and / or full 

rhyme (twigs / figs). 

d.) Give your poem a title. 

 

 

Task 3  

Sex, Drugs and Rock’n Roll… 

 

If we look deeper into this poem, we can see that Rossetti has a tough message; hers is not 

simply a child-like image of goblins. Lewis Caroll was inspired by Goblin Market; and, like 

Alice in his book Alice in Wonderland, Laura is tempted to sample strange goods – to be 

immediately changed by them. Rossetti presents the forbidden fruit of the Garden of Eden, 

planted there to tempt modest young girls. It is also a poem about addiction; clearly 

substance abuse is not just a modern problem. Victorian writers and others also 

experimented with drugs, sometimes for medicinal and health purposes, often without 

realising the consequences. Conan Doyle was addicted to cocaine; the eponymous anti-hero 

of Oscar Wilde’s book Dorian Gray, indulges in opium; and the opiate laudanum was taken by 

the poets Byron, Shelley and artists in the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (to which Christina 

Rossetti’s brother, Dante Gabriel, belonged). There are graphic descriptions of this drugs 

leading to personal downfall and even death (Oscar Wilde’s novel describes corruption and 

decline). 

 

In modern terms, the goblins here are the drug pushers preying on the innocent. They tempt 

Laura, who has no money, so she pays with the only thing she can offer - herself. Her golden 

lock of hair is symbolically cut from herself. Later, the goblins want as much from Lizzie, but 

she will not succumb – she remembers Jeannie, who ‘pined away’ and does not let the fruits 

pass her lips. As soon as Laura tries the juices, she is addicted: ‘I ate and ate my fill / Yet my 

mouth waters still; / Tomorrow night I will / Buy more…). Starved of the substances, Laura 

goes into withdrawal and swiftly languishes, her youth diminished (find the phrases that tell us 

this – e.g. ‘Her hair thin and grey’).  

 

Who or what saves her?  (Laura is cured by the antidote [apparently, small quantities of the 

uncorrupted juices] and above all, by the strength and power of her sister’s sacrifice. What is 
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Laura like when she is awakened from her drugged-like stupor? (She is able to be light-

hearted, loving, but not needy: ‘Laughed in the innocent old way, / Hugged Lizzie but not 

twice or thrice’.) Describe her refreshed appearance and her renewed character.  

 

How do we know that Lizzie literally risks her life for her sister? (She is attacked, beaten and 

bruised). How do we know that both girls make a full recovery? The last verse recounts how 

the two girls grow up, with their own families. They warn their children of the dangers of 

accepting ‘fruits’ from wicked men. Finally, the poem ends with an homage to sisterhood, 

bidding their children to join hands and follow their own loving example – ‘cling together’.  

 

Write a poem warning young people of the dangers of: 

 Accepting substances from strangers 

 The effects /consequences of drug addiction 

 The power of friendship, brotherhood or sisterhood 

 

You may choose just one of the above subjects, or incorporate two (or all of them) into one 

poem. 


