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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Author: Christina Rossetti  

Theme: Christina Rossetti and the Pre-Raphaelites 

Rationale 
Christina Rossetti grew to adulthood surrounded by numerous talented artists, poets and other 

intellectuals who were friends, connections or relations of the family.  Although closely 

associated with the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, Christina Rossetti turned down the 

opportunity of being a member. The following ideas encourage students to investigate the Pre-

Raphaelite principles of pursuing nature and the natural world as a stimulus for their work.  

Christina’s brothers, Dante Gabriel Rossetti and William Michael Rossetti, were also involved in 

illustrating and producing publications of her poetry.  There are suggestions in the notes for 

exploring the world and work of the Rossetti family allowing for increased familiarity and 

understanding.   

Rossetti suffered from Graves disease and consequently lived a quiet, retiring life which suited 

her desire for concentrating her efforts on poetry.  She is well-known as the author of Goblin 

Market and the words for the carol In the Bleak Mid-Winter as well as other poems such as 

Cousin Kate or Remember, often read at funeral services. 

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

- Pre-Raphaelite journal, The Germ (1850) 

- Two illustrations by D G Rossetti for Christina Rossetti's The Prince's Progress (1866) 

- Ecce Ancilla Domini! (The Annunciation) by Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1849-50) 

- D G Rossetti’s front cover design and illustrations to Goblin Market (1865) 

- Manuscript copy of ‘In an Artist’s Studio’ (see ff. 2v-3r) by Christina Rossetti (1856) 

- Manuscript letters between Christina Rossetti and D G Rossetti to publisher Macmillan 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

The Pre-Raphaelites by Dr Dinah Roe  

External links: 

Suitable for KS4 - http://www.bbc.co.uk/poetryseason/poets/christina_rossetti.shtml   

Suitable for KS5 - http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b017mvwy   

WJEC GCSE comparative assessment:  

http://www.shakespeare-online.com/quotes/shakespeareonjealousy.html  

http://www.bl.uk/discovering-literature
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/pre-raphaelite-journal-the-germ
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/two-illustrations-by-d-g-rossetti-for-christina-rossettis-the-princes-progress
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/ecce-ancilla-domini-the-annunciation-by-dante-gabriel-rossetti
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/second-edition-of-goblin-market-by-christina-rossetti-with-original-covers
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/second-edition-of-goblin-market-by-christina-rossetti-with-original-covers
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/notebook-of-christina-rossetti-two-of-six
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/letters-between-christina-rossetti-dante-gabriel-rossetti-and-alexander-macmillan-1860-94
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-pre-raphaelites
http://www.bbc.co.uk/poetryseason/poets/christina_rossetti.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b017mvwy
http://www.shakespeare-online.com/quotes/shakespeareonjealousy.html
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Key questions 

 What was the context for Christina Rossetti’s creative development? 

 How was Christina Rossetti involved with the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood? 

 Why is Christina Rossetti’s poetry still popular today?  

Activities 
1) ‘Cousin Kate’, from Rossetti’s Goblin Market collection, remains a popular choice for 

GCSE poetry anthologies.  After reading or re-reading, ask students which themes from 

this poem they consider to still be relevant in today’s society. 

2) Read and compare Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s ‘My Sister’s Sleep’ with Christina Rossetti’s 

poem ‘Goblin Market’.  In what ways do the two poems follow the early creed of the 

Pre-Raphaelites to:  

a. have genuine ideas to express 

b. study nature attentively, so as to know how to express them 

c. sympathise with what is direct and serious and heartfelt in previous art, to the 

exclusion of what is conventional and self-parodying and learned by rote 

3) Following a reading of the poem ‘My Sister’s Sleep’, compare this with the description 

of Beth’s illness and death in Chapter 18 of Louise May Alcott's Little Women (1868).  

Discuss the similarities and differences in the tone and style of poem and prose.  Explore 

the contextual clues afforded by both texts. Before showing students the front cover 

design and illustrations for Goblin Market and A Prince’s Progress, ask them to suggest 

their own ideas for these two poems.  (Dependent on the size of the group this could 

be achieved by distributing copies of one of the poems to small groups and then re-

grouping to share their ideas). Show the designs, compare and discuss Dante Gabriel 

Rossetti’s choices 

4) Christina Rossetti was the model for her brother Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s painting Ecce 

Ancilla Domini! (The Annunciation). View the painting (using the link above) and other 

pre-Raphaelite paintings of Elizabeth Siddal before reading Christina Rossetti’s poem ‘In 

An Artist’s Studio’, or prepare a slideshow of paintings whilst students listen to a 

recording of the poem.  Ask students to prepare a variety of readings of this poem, 

evoking melancholy, resentment or anger for example.  Encourage them to explore and 

expand on the pace and rhythm of the poem’s tone as a way of investigating the 

multiple readings that this poem has generated.  Which do they feel is most effective 

and why? 

Extension activities  

 Read the correspondence between the publisher MacMillan and the Rossetti siblings.  

How does the content evoke the process of publication and the relationships between 

brother and sister, their friend and publisher?  What might have been seen as unusual 

in Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s insistence on ‘both’ their inputs being necessary? 

 Explore the manuscript of The Germ, which had four issues.  Despite Christina Rossetti’s 

decision not to be an official part of the group, what similarities can be gleaned from 

the introduction? 

 The page from The Germ entitled ‘Art and Poetry: Being Thoughts and Nature’ claims 

that very little has been written about artists and therefore not much is known about 



The British Library | www.bl.uk/discovering-literature  3 

 

them except through their art.  This could generate further discussion and analysis of ‘In 

An Artist’s Studio’ which could be seen as an attempt to share an external point of view 

from the perspective of someone closely involved with artists and art forms.   

 

 


