
The full text of Rossetti's sonnet on

"Sordello"

Citation
Metzdorf, Robert F. 1953. The full text of Rossetti's sonnet on "Sordello". Harvard Library
Bulletin VII (2), Spring 1953: 239-243.

Link
https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37363629

Terms of use
This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made
available under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material (LAA), as set
forth at
https://harvardwiki.atlassian.net/wiki/external/NGY5NDE4ZjgzNTc5NDQzMGIzZWZhMGFlOWI2M2EwYTg

Accessibility
https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/digital-accessibility-policy

Share Your Story
The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you. Submit a story

https://dash.harvard.edu/submit-story?publicationId=7e9b722f-ab03-4d64-8026-8995ffb85040


Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Voume VII, Number 2 (Spring 1953)

Notes 2 39 
~11 would secn1 to _be '\\-"hether Ifar-
vard's fee will help or hinder intcr-
Hbr~ry cooperation jn · the long run. 

The Har\·ard Library, .in spite of 
the fa.ct that it is the hrgcst univcr-
siry Jibrary jn the United States, 
rca]izcs that it cannot have jn its pos-
session aU the books that its scholars 
need; in future it n1ust expect to de-
pend more Rnd rnorc on other Ubrades 
for books that it has not acquired. It 
has supported and, I hope, ,·viH ahvnys 
.5upport plans and programs for jojnt 
acquisition, for cooperath:·e storage, · 
for further. cxtensinn of h1ter-Jibrary 
loan, and for the de~dopn1cnt. of union 
Hsts and catalogue.s, in the belief that 
these \viH enable it to give better serv-
ice to its readers t1rnn could be given 
-,.vfrh only those col1~ctions that it has 
been able to acquire. It l'ealizes the 
dangers of restrictions on the use of its 
books. It hope." that scholars fron1 
other institutioos ,vho cannot: fiod n1a~ 
teria1 they need in their own ·HLrarics 
-,.vjlJ continue to visit Ha:rYard and to 
borro~ 1 frrnn jt through friter-Jihrary 
loan. lf the present fee systctn or any 
5ysten1 th:it might be <.~onsidcred in 
the future "'\\1ere an ob~tade to Jibrary 
cooperation, it ,vould be unv.'isc. 

I believe, ho,vever, t11at there n1ay 
·well Le . another side to this question, 

and that the best '"'ay of encouraging 
library cooperation may l.Jc for cAch 
institution to _ pay the other institutions 
on whom it calls for help the actual 
C()St of the service it rccchycs. Othcr-
\vfac, '-Vhcn 6111ds are short, there may 
he a greater tctnptition to restrict 
acquisitions and cease to buy n1atcrhl 
thAt is not in demand by 1nemhecs of 
the University but th:a.t tna.r he A vah1-
ablc 3ddition to the nation!s resources 
for scho]ars1,jp. L1urary coopenu :ion, 
particuforly coopc.rative at;quisition, 
inay be pron1oted if each library con-
tinues to stand on jts ov{n f ect finnn-
cia11y as far as book purchases! cata-
]ogu1ng, An<l storage are concei-ned 
( except in the ~se of cooperative 
storage ln loc~l or regional libraries), 
but at the s11.tnc tin1c asks outsiders to 
pay for the actual cost of the services 
given to thcrn, chher ,1s indh ... idnals 
or through their librnrics. 

IJarvard's present fee systenl \vil1 he 
given a fair trial; it ,vi11 Le all to the 
good if the reJath, .. ely minor ch2nge 
that h~s heen nrnde sen ."es to call the 
probkrn to the attention of others~ for 
the ·whole proble~ needs to he con-
sid~red lln<l studjed by research Ji-
braries throughout the country, 

KEYES D. ~-IETCA LF 

The Full Text of Rossetti's Sonnet 011 Sordcllo 

·i:TERAR Y hjstorians have al-
v.1ays enjoyed tracing the rela-
tions bct,vecn Vr"ritcrs- ho,v 

one m2n'ts adn1iration for n predecessor 
or a conte1nporary has iffected his 
thought and style, and how he in tum 
has influenced other arcists. 1\1:usic and 
art historians indulge in the san1 e so rt 

of detective ,vork, to "~hich, as jn the 
work of tl,cir UtcrAry f d)o\1.:-s, hnagina-
tion sometimes :u1ds its part. The 
resu1ts in a11 these fields are frequently 
\\ 1orth ,vhilc; occasionally they arc 
1nercly ~ntcrtaining: hut all such 
proved cases of adn1iration, hnitatjon, 
influence~ and acknn\vledginent tend 
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1-1 arvttrd Li br(ffy llullctin 
to unify the. history- of onr culture, 

.. 

and to point out that our artistic 
heritage is not .a flo\\'ering ·_of the 
mo1ncnt . . The vitality of the -artistic. 
tradition; in ,,vhatever .fidd,, is cnlpha-
sized hy snch studies. 

lt h0s long-been knO\Vlll . for exam-
ple, that Robert .llro\vning's, early 
poems ,vere f~"oritt~s , 1.rith the artists 
and authors of the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhoo d. The recovery in f ul1 of 
an anrogrnph sonnet on Sordello by-
D~tntc G,\hricl Rossetti i undel*lines this 
a.dcniratiQn and also con1pletes an-
other item in the canon of one of the 
great English sonnereers. 

ln the 191 J London edition of ltis 
brother's '\vorks, l1/i11iam l\1ich~_el 
Rosseu1 printed for the ri t'&it ti ine the 
octet of a sonnict \\•hieh he entitled 
JOo Bro,vning"s Sordello.' · His notes 
on the jocomplete poe1n Ol'C as .follo,vs; 
Thi!l is the l1cginning u f a scmnct. 1 
.recollect t:hc octa, --c ;1ccuratcly, but can .. 
uot rcc~ll the scxtett, ,vltlch was ·written 
fron.1 a. quite. contrary point of view-
that of :J devoteI! of Hro\vning and 
''Sordello," as my brother ,vns in ~n 
those years . The reader rnay remember 
that <'Sorde1ltl,, begin~ ,vith the phta$e 
1'\i\1ho ~vill may- hear Sordlello's story 
l:<l kit and ends w 1th uV\1110 WlluJd has 

. heard S~rdcllo's story told .~' 1-Icncc iny 
brother's o pcning lines .-i 

Willimn Rossetti's recollected tex't 
reAds: 
"SordeUo'~ :,.tory," the Sphinx ya,v11ed 

and said. 
"'\'ho \\'ould h.1s heard.,·' l!i that 

· e11ougl1?_ \1/~o could, 
··'T·were not i!J1iSs to add, has ·undet:-

stood: · 
1 The lV nrk.t of Dtmtt Gllbritl R()tsettJ, 

ed. ,vnuam lVL Ros~etci. re.Y. ed. (London, 
19n ), p. 674. This; edition is hereafter cited 
as lVorks. 

\Vho und~rstood pcrh1ps h~s profited. 
For iny part l could cell. a tale _instead 

Of one ·who, dreaming of no Jikclihnod 
Even that the r'Ilook,, w~ going to 

end f nr gcmd, · 
Turned the ]a!;t p~gct and Io the book 

. , ·was read.i 

,villian1 Rossetti nssigned. the frag-
n1ent to 1849: his rcmark[\blo n1cmory 
recaptured the first e1ght lines almost 
pcrf cctly1 and cm-eectly fol·eca.c;t the 
tone of ~he scstct1, for llO\V • \\re l1avc 
the con1plcte poen1 in Dante Gabriel 
RossettFs handw Titing . The text reads: 

Sonnet on a first reading of 
~'So.rd el Io .'t 

nsotdello's story," (The sphinx ya·wned 
and said,) 

''\\ 7ho would has; bc;1rd.', Is this c-;.nough? 
'\Vho could, 

CI~,vere not amiss to add,.) has under-
~too r1, ....--

"\Vho un dcrstoo cl, per hips has profited • 
ii or n1r part1 I 111ight tell a. talc, in~tcadt 
0£ one ·who, drenining of no likelihood 
Even that the book ,vas going to stop for 

good, · 
Turned the fa5t Icaf-~nd Jo! the book 

. 'Vl' ;L(; tt:~ ti. 
No\V shan1c on d1cc, ,vcak soul of mine! 

With hanc1 
Gu1!rdiug thy ga.thcred bro~"S, thou 

pceresr ~t .. 
A pe.rfect Image built jnto the sun, 
And ~ay1n, '' 'Tis $man and dhn.'9 Na.y, 

'us too grand 
\ Vith hd g heh t1 nd sunshine: and be-

<.:: a use of thatt 
Fooh scoff. flut ·wilt thou too be ~uch on 

one? 

D. G. R. 

This autograph n1anuscript is in-
scribed. jn a copy of the first ,edition ~f 

:i JV orks, p. :i68. 
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Sordello ( r 840) that catne to the 
Ha.rv~ud College Li'->rary in 1915, 
through the bequest of An1y Lo,vell, 
and no~· forms a part of the Amy 
l.1o·wcl1 Collection. The pocu1 is ,vrit-
ten in ink on tl1c last page of text of 
the \"olumc, ;,nmcdiately follot\ 1ing the 
prjnted ,vord.s: The F.nd., The ha]f-
rit1c bears the inscription: ~Thomas 
\Voo)ncr 1 849.' 

Thomas \~.Toolncr ( 1826-1892) "\Vas 
the eldest of the Pre-Rll.phr1e1itc 
Hrothcrhood. 8 A sculptor ~·ho had 
studied under Willia1n Behne$, ~ 700)-

ncr in 1847 'occupied the next studio 
to that of J-Iancocl<, the young sculptor 
,vho had a.Bo-wed Rossetti to paint in 
his woricruo1n,> 4 and ,vas introduced 
into the P.R.ll. by Rossetti. ·\Voulncr 
lHtd .read ,vjdely, and panicularly en-
joyed poetry; and it \Vas in 1847 that 
Rossetti ·"\Vas- at a flood ride of en-
thusfasn1 for the pocrus of Robert 
Browning. 

\.Villiam Rossetti records in his 
Re111i11ircences the ,vavcs of poetical 
ruln11ration i.vhich s,vept over his 
1lrot her an<l hin1seJf in the 184o's: 
'Poetry \V~S our ch;~f reading: Byron 
,v~~ ruccccdcd by Shelley; he by 
Kc~ts, Tennyson. 1 1\-i~s . . Bro,vning, 
Pnilip Bailey; these hy IlrO'wning.' 
Gabriel's craze for Hro,vning~s wor){s 
is di~cussed at length Ly '\1/illiani in 
his life of his brother: 

.At fost-it n1ay h,ffc ~een in 1847-
everything took :i seconcfa.ry phce in 
comparison ·with Roljen Brownjng. 
Ptrracelsus, Sorde-Jlo~ PijJJUI 1J'1Stes, TlJe 
Blot on tbe Scutcbeo11, ~nd the ~hort 

'William l\l Rossetti, Som~ Remini!-
ctmce1 (Lon don, , (JOO) t I, 63. 

• Willi~m H olrn.tn Hunt, Pre-Rffpbacl-
itism 11nJ tb,: Pre-Raph~c1ile BrotbcTho{)d 
(J\fow y otk, 190s-oo) 1 l1 l I 3 I 

c: Some Reminiuenc;et, J, S7· 

poems in the IJell! f7.nd Po111egrttnater 
series, \Vere endless delights; cndle~s were 
the J"ca.ding6, and enclicss the_ recimcions. 
.• · ·• ~nfrontcd with ·nrowoing, aU else 
f;cc1ncd pale and in neutral tint. Here 
,vcrc pas~1nn, observation, Rspiration, 
mc<liaevali~n1. the dramatic percGption · of 
ch~ractcr:-. act., and incident. In short; if 
a.t this date Rossetti had been !lccoin-
plishcd in the an of painting 1 he. would 
have r.ardcd out in that ~rt very 1m1ch 

the sa.n,c range uf sub}ec~ 11.nd treatment 
which he had found h1 Browning's 
poetry; and jr spcak:5 so1ncthirig for his 
originality and self-rcspccriog inde.: 
pendcnce that, "Then it ca.me tCI ,·crse-
,vriting, he never b-'.scd hin1sclf upon 
Bro·wning to any $pprcciabk extent, and 
for the rnost p;:irt pursued n wholly 
di-verfie path. 6 

Hunt recalled that Gabrjel ·would 
g-ive So;dello and Parncelsu; · from 
n1c1nory 1tv~~cnty pages ~t . a ti.inc'; 1 

\\ 7iJli~n11~ ,vith pnrdonabk fratern~l 
prlde, increased the figure to 'forty 
~nd .fifty· pages.) B ,~Villian1 also notes: ,~v~ got hold of I-iorne's .J.1\Te-w Spirit of 
the Ag et principally for the purpo$C of 
finiling ou~ . any 1rnniculars abour 
nrowuing Rnd his pt!rfonnancr.:~. l\-fy 
hl'othert hy reacljng~1 recitations, and 
preachments, in1poscd Bro,vning, · as a 
sort of dogmatic stand~Td, upon thu 
P.R.B.1 1neeting the re~clicst resp<.msc 
from Woo1ncr _ 9 •

1 9 

'hat ',:vho ,vould 11ught hear ~or~ 
dello's story told' "-'hencvcr G~hricl 
was present evidently in time m~de 
the Bro,vning quotation son1ething of 
a joke. Gabriel, I·lnnt, and F. G. 
Stephens sent Woulncr a round-robin 

"\'.\l.illimn M.. Ros~etd, n~tue Gabriel 
Rorsetti: His Pa111ily~TJeuers (London, 1895), 
I, JOI-)02.. . 

., Hmu, Pre•1t{lpbaditist11, I, ·14s, 
6 D. G. R.~ Ftmtily.Lerurs 1 1, 134. 
g Some Rcminiscenc_u -, J, 233. 
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' 

Har:vard T.Jibrary Btdleti11 
on 27 October 1850 that ended wkh 
these postscripts: 

1st. Tb c1.t the sonnet ha~ thirteen lines. 
lnd. That ·"cms,1ality js a meanness re-
pugnant to youth and disgusting in age 1 

degradation at all times. 3rd. That 
,,,.ho wi1I mar bear Sordello's story 
told.10 

Aside f rotn the nelv sonnet, perh~ps, 
RoLt:rt llro\vning's stronges ;t touch on 
Dante Rosserri>s poetry is to be found 
in the dramatic niono!ogue in bfank 
verso, 'A Lnst Confes.iion,' written 
about 1848 or 1849. An earlier poe1n 

. ,vhich n1ay hear trAcos of Bro,vning\; 
jnflucnce is 'On 1\1ary's 'Portrait,' 
d:1ted 1847 by ~rjlliam R.ossctti.11 

In Rossctti•s dra,vjng and painting, 
~ubjcct after subject '\Vas chosen from 
Ilro,vning>s \vorks. Rossetti's first 
con,p1ct1cd ,vater color., done in 1 849l 
\vas 'The Laboratory': it sho\vs 'a 
strange, bri]Hant, ,vitch-1ike or a]lmost 
scrpcnt-Jike ,vonmn in _an a1chenlis(s 
shop ... ' 12 1n the same ye~r he did 
a pen-and-ink drawing fro1n a subject 
In Sord<:llo, 'Taurdlo's First Sight of 
Fortune.' 18 A more an1hit1ous canvas 
i.vas ·based on I'ippa Pas1es, Lut ,vas 
n<!vcr completed: this "·as lthat sketch 
of the Queen and \~/omen Sevling' 
-,.vhicl1 he showed to Bro,vning h1 
1855.H 

JR ALny ,v-0olt1cl', 1'bumilS 1-VDolntr, R.A.. 
{London. 19,r7) 1 p. to. 

1.1 Paull F. Baum. Dame Gabriel R(nseui: 
An A~lytjcal L'st of Mtrm~triJ,ts m the 
Duke Univn-tity . Library (DurJmm, N. C., 
r93z ), pp. :19-3<-, discussC'S the influence of 
Browning on Rossetd's 'Verse. 

,a Esther \Vood, TJante GRbriel llo.uet1i 
nn:i the Prc-R4J,b,ulite Movement (London, 
r894), r• lOj. 

u \~ ood., Dr:11ue Roneui} p. , 05 .. 
u D. G. R.: Family-Letters-, n. 143; th<: 

picture ,va..i; also kn nwl"l M cl {jsc, said Kate 
the Queen} ln 1855 .... 56 Rm;!\'ettt <.Hu n v.-atec• 
color purtra:t uf Browning that he lmug 

Rut it is j n Ross ettj ''s poems that 
S()ri/e'll!J keeps reappearing. .There 
seems 1itt1e doubt dmt the nc~ 11y re-
covcccd son·nct \vas 1.:vritten in 1849, 
as \VHifa.1n Ro~etti , believed, ,vhcn 
one coin pares it "'"hh another .sonnet of 
that year, 'To the 11.R.Il.': 
,v1oolncr and S1cpl1cns> Collinsoni 

A1il1ai~, 
And my first brother, each and e,·ery 

one, 
"\Vhat portion is theirs now beneath 

the sun 
\Vh.ich, even 3S here, ju England tnakei 

to-dav? · .. 
For 1u0St of them lif c tnns not the same 

,vay 
Always, but leaves the thought at 

toss; I kno,v 
i\1crcly that 11/o,olner keeps not even 

the sho\\ ,. 
Of work, nor is enough ~wake for play. 
1\.iean,vhile 11unt ~nd myself race at full 

·speed 
Along the Louvre, and ya.\\.·n fJ:om 

sc hoo] to school, 
Wishing i.vo.rn-out those masters 

known fl.S o]d. 
And no man ii~ks for Browning; though 

it1dccd 
· ( As the book tra ,,.ds ,vith me) an :r f oo] 

Vvho ·wotdd 1night hear Sordo11o's· 
story told.11 

This sonnet "'as ,vritten 111 1849 while 
Rossetti and Hol1nan Hunt were on a 
visit to F'ra nee.. The last three lines 
indicate that it :ind the . n~r sonnet 
\Ve re \V ri ttcn at nbou t the san1 c tirne.1 

m:cr his m:mtel {Oswold D01.:,glaty, D{mtc 
Gabriel Rossetti: A Vietorian Romantic, 
New H~vcn, Cuun-. 1949, pp. 153. t86); 
"\-Vmi.a°; Rossetti Joyally re~rdcd hi'i 
brothers work s.s 'one of the truest extant 
likenesses' flf the poet (So·mt R£min!s-
CC'llttJ, l1 2 34). . . 

u: H' or.ks, p. 180. 
.r. Rasset.ti wrote H\.-er;i.l orher · sonnets 

during the trip, one of ,vhrch w:is printed 
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l>-lotes . 2 43 
It is therefore pro~ahle thAt Rossetti 
,vrote his sonnet on Sordrllo after re-
reading the book ,vhilc ~broad9 jn-
scriLcd the verses at the end of the 
volume, and on his return to E~gland 
presented the hook to \.Voolncr. 

It is not necessary to det-ail the 
later dev~Iopmcnts huw the P.R.Il. 
flourished and then drifted ap?.rt, how· 
Rossetti and vVoolner became es-
tranged, ~nd ho\v Rossetti and 

.1n the Germ jn 1650 { fhu~ lJante Gnbriel 
Ro:rntti, pp. u-14 : 'XX. 'l':rard Sonnets 
an<l Blank Verse. 1B49~). 

Bro\vning had a. fc1lling-out Rossetti 
at length actively qu~rreled ,.,.,ith, or 
silcntl y cut, altnost all of his eacly 
friends; but the copy of Sordello no\\" 
at Harvard beat·s evidence that these 
fricndsl,ips and enthusiasms did onre 
exist, and "\Vere clos~ and ,varm. As 
links henvccn Bro\vning, Rosseni, 
and \\'oolncr, the volume and its 
pendant sonnet strengthen the . ch:iin 
of irtistic heritage ,vh.il~h r~ches 
through all English literature, 

Ro1JER1' F. J\:IET7.00RF 

Exhibits in a Busii1ess School Library 

WHAT ciln busincss school 
liLrary contribute to the gen-

. eral subject of library ex~ 
hibits? lt is hoped that a brief account 
of the policies and practices of one 
business school libraf}.,. "\\·ith respect to 
exhibin; wj]l offer considerations of in-
terest and valnc i,1 fields not ncc.;cs-
sarily closely related. F.xhibition prob-
lc1ns arc. •UAsicglly the sa,ne for n1ost 
instit'utions, no douht, yet the special 
aspects in a given field may hct\ 'C .1mg~ 
gcsth :re and stin1ulating repercussions 
in another. Accordingly; in the fol-
lu,ving paragn1phs an attctnpt " 'ill be 
nrnde to set forth exhibition policies 
and pl·ocedures as currenr.ly pursued 
by the Jfakec LibrRry on behalf of the 
I-IRrvard Gr-Aduare School of 13usincss 
Ad1nin.i~tration. 

The progrmn of di~plays ot the 
Raker Library is designed to fulfill 
several pu1J>OSCS: to give jnformation 
abuut the use of the Library; t:n stimu-
late interest in the various coHccrions 
in the Library; to serve as an auxiliary 
to the teaching progratn of the Rusi-
ncss School; to give 1nfonnation aLout 

the School and about the Unh:ersity 
in general. Since the. Sch~ol course 
is lin1ited to t\VO years, it is ini1)ortant 
that the students he told as quickly 
and ciicctivcly as pos.siLlc ,\•hat they 
need to kno\\' Abopt the Library and 
Jts USCr 

To achieve these goals, a variety of 
display aceas arc used, suit~hle to the 
needs of~ p;1rticuhr occasionl ranging 
from large to sn1a1lt from locked cases 
to open t:ablcs. Four nreas are in con-
stant useT The exhibits arc varied~ ~lsot 
from a very qui et, cons crva ti vc dis- · 
play ()f hfatorical 1naterial to a .rather 
~ho,vy, eye-attracting ,vAll exhibit. An 
effort is 1nade to n1aintain a high stand-
ard of dignity-<and. taste in the material, 
in the fabclst and irI the over-all appear-
an~e, regardless of v.•hat is bdng 
sho\\ 1 11. 

lVlany ~tu dents and others ,vho co1ne 
to llakcr Library lnve only the VAguest 
idea about the extensive, varicd, and 
specialized coJlcctions the Lihrary 
contn.jns. Exhibits of holdlngs of the 
Library Arc of t\vo types: bjg dispfays 
in the -four lobby cases, such as one 
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