





Reviews

whether his unconvinced friend can ‘possibly persuade [him]self
that [Buchanan] did not deposit on that particular dungheap the
contribution in question’ (p. 178). The urgency of Rossetti’s
questioning, though half-hidden behind the high-spirited, scat-
ological banter that characterises Rossetti and Swinburne’s cor-
respondence, betrays an increasingly obsessive need to know.

About the breakdown itself, the letters remain largely silent.
There is a previously uncollected note to Robert Browning dated
5 June 1872, warmly acknowledging receipt a copy of
Browning’s new book Fifine at the Fair. Only a few days later,
however, Rossetti had found within the volume allusions to his
own personal amours, and Browning had become in Rossetti’s
mind a leading member of a great conspiracy against himself,
headed by Buchanan.We then hear nothing more until 21 June,
when Rossetti writes to assure his mother of his safe arrival in
Perthshire, where he had been taken by Ford Madox Brown to
recover from his attempt on his own life. To compensate for the
lacuna, the appendices to the volume include a chronology of the
affair, and an abridged reprint of Fredeman’s 1971 article,
‘Prelude to the Last Decade: Dante Gabriel Rossetti in the
Summer of 1872°.

There is much in this volume to interest Morris students, and
indeed much to challenge the image of Rossetti that a Morrisian
perspective might normally encourage. For example, there are
various passages displaying an obviously unfeigned enthusiasm
for Morris’s poetry. Rossetti seems to have had a strange (though
emotionally convenient) ability to separate Morris, the major
poet, from “Topsy’, the buffoon whom he liked to ridicule and to
cuckold. This odd bifurcation is made quite explicitin a letter to
Alicia Losh in which he speaks of the ‘triumphant success’ of The
Earthly Paradise and remarks that Morris ‘is becoming so well
known as Morris that one is almost liable to forget his being
Topsy until his presence brings the fact vividly into prominence’
(p. 10). Also worthy of note are Rossetti’s remarks about
Kelmscott, which he repeatedly describes in terms such as ‘the
loveliest “haunt of ancient peace” that can well be imagined’ (p.
79). As the edition’s notes point out, the description ‘recalls
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[Morris’s] own love for the property’ (p. 80, note 1), and this per-
haps calls into question Morris’s insistence, understandable as it
may be on personal grounds, that Rossetti ‘has all sorts of ways
so unsympathetic with the sweet simple old place, that I feel his
presence there as a kind of slur on it’ (Kelvin, ed., Collected
Letters, 1, p. 180). Inevitably, though, the unorthodoxy of the
domestic arrangements at Kelmscott casts an uneasy shadow
over these letters: the description of nine-year-old May Morris as
‘quite a beauty the more one knows her [with] a real turn for
drawing when she gets a little less lazy’ (p. 86) is charming
enough until one remembers that at this time when Rossetti was
making himself so at home with the Morrises, May’s father was
separated from his family, touring Iceland in a kind of semi-
enforced exile.

Nevertheless, it is the more positive aspects of Rossetti’s char-
acter of which this volume speaks most strongly. Prominent
among these are his generosity to his friends, and his ability to
inspire loyalty in them. Perhaps most striking of all is his friend-
ship with Madox Brown, who, in the days and weeks following
Rossetti’s suicide attempt, dropped everything to take him to
Scotland, determined against all medical advice to keep him
from being committed to a mental asylum, a move which he
knew would be fatal to Rossetti’s career. Towards the end of
1872, Rossetti in turn expended a considerable amount of ener-
gy in support of Brown’s candidacy for the Slade Professorship
of Fine Art at Cambridge — an application which he surely
realised was speculative at best. There was in Rossetti’s life and
work a certain love of hopeless causes (surely one of the reasons
for his inclination to embark on an affair with a married woman
which could never be wholly satisfying); and this abortive cam-
paign on a friend’s behalf seems a fitting way to close the volume.
Rossetti is now on the cusp of his last decade, in which his initial
rally from the crisis of June 1872 eventually subsided into a peri-
od of long, slow decline, exacerbated by a self-destructive addic-
tion to chloral.

Richard Frith
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