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Inventing Poetry and Pictorialism 
in Once a Week: A Magazine of 
Visual Effects

LINDA K. HUGHES

In unusually direct terms the illustrated weekly magazine that debuted on July 
2, 1859, generally deemed a high point of mid-century illustration,1 resulted 

from male desire. Working with Ellen Ternan on The Frozen Deep aroused 
Charles Dickens’ passions and his determination to separate formally from 
his wife Catherine.2 When Dickens announced the separation in the June 
12, 1858 issue of Household Words, the magazine he had run in a partnership 
with the firm Bradbury and Evans since 1850, he expected Punch, another 
Bradbury and Evans publication, to reprint the announcement. It did not.  
Furious, Dickens took immediate steps to end his business relationship with 
the firm and found a rival publication of which he would be editor and prin-
cipal proprietor. Thus was All the Year Round born on April 30, 1859.3  Rather 
than simply letting Dickens exit and take Household Words staff with him, 
William Bradbury and Frederick Evans determined to start a rival magazine.  
Though it, too, would be a weekly literary magazine, it would mark its bold 
departure from Dickens’ magazine by being illustrated and employing some 
of the best artists and engravers available. Yet Once a Week would be priced 
at only three pennies an issue (compared to Dickens’ two).  

This odd intersection of Dickensian desire and print culture is also an 
important node in the history of Victorian illustrated poetry. Once a Week 
appeared at a crucial pivot in the publishing history of poetry and periodicals.  
As Lorraine Janzen Kooistra observes, the demise of literary annuals, which 
typically paired engravings of well-known paintings with original verses, co-
incided with the publication of the illustrated Moxon edition of Tennyson’s 
poems in 1857.4 In the Moxon edition the practice of annuals was reversed:  
the poems were well known to the public, but now the art works were original. 
Once a Week offered a third alternative: it paired original poems and original 
woodcut engravings, offering double novelties to the magazine’s purchasers.  

This innovation was all the more influential because Once a Week was 
first in the field. Two rival illustrated literary periodicals, Cornhill Magazine 
and Good Words, would not debut until January 1860, giving Once a Week six 
months to craft its approach and secure a readership. Part of this approach 
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was to include a profusion of illustrated poems. In its first six months alone 
(July 2—December 24, 1859), Once a Week illustrated forty-two of its fifty-three 
original poems.5 In contrast, during their first six months (January—June 1860) 
Cornhill featured only one illustrated poem out of fifteen and Good Words three 
illustrated poems out of thirty-two.6 Once a Week thus seized the initiative 
in defining how original poems and illustrations might be conceptualized, 
presented, and read in relation to each other.

It is not surprising that a Bradbury and Evans publication played a 
formative role in Victorian illustrated poetry. In December 1842 the firm as-
sumed proprietorship of the profusely illustrated Punch, which is best known 
for its political cartoons and social commentary but also first published 
Thomas Hood’s “Song of the Shirt” and many of W. M. Thackeray’s ballads, 
several of them illustrated by the author. Bradbury and Evans, moreover, 
were printers to the firm of Edward Moxon because of the close friendship 
of Frederick Evans and Moxon, begun in 1830. Thus Bradbury and Evans 
printed the 1857 Moxon edition of Tennyson’s poems and, after Moxon’s 
death in 1858, managed the firm for five years, including its production of the 
1859 gift book edition of Tennyson’s The Princess.7 Since Bradbury and Evans 
had so much experience pairing original illustrations and fiction as Dickens’ 
publishers from 1844–1858 and Thackeray’s from 1847–1859, the decision 
to illustrate original poems regularly may represent an extrapolation from 
fiction markets. But whereas serial fiction’s monthly parts relied on full-page 
etchings or engravings that had to be tipped in, one at the front to adumbrate 
the plot’s continuation, the magazine adopted wood engravings that enabled 
poems and drawings to be integrated into a single page. 

All printed poetry involves materiality and visuality in its layout on 
the page.8 But when poems are paired with illustrations, the status of each 
becomes relativized. Kooistra has theorized the conflicted, complex inter-
change between poetry and illustration in terms of gendered bitextuality, 
reception, and Bakhtinian dialogism. Specifically, she defines bitextuality 
as a dialogue “understood as a social relationship in which various forms of 
power, knowledge and desire are enacted and disseminated.”9 Brian Maid-
ment also approaches prints and illustrations as “ideological formations”; and 
both Kooistra and Maidment develop taxonomies of illustration’s functions 
relative to text.10 Applying their theoretical paradigms to Once a Week, I map 
the approaches and effects the periodical invented in its inaugural months 
under the oversight of Samuel Lucas, editor from 1859 to early 1865.11 In 
pursuing a range of effects rather than author- or artist-centered analysis, I 
situate the work of some very minor poets alongside Christina Rossetti and 
George Meredith. The artists involved likewise vary from prominent figures 
like John Millais and John Tenniel to the little-known woman illustrator 
Helen Hoppner Coode. This approach allows for close readings of culturally 
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significant as well as ephemeral work, attention to poetry’s role in popular 
culture, and above all discussion of what distinguishes illustrated poems in 
periodicals from those in books.  

A principal distinction between illustrated poetry in a periodical and 
book—especially a gift book featuring a single poet—is that meanings proliferate 
in a periodical from the poem’s placement amidst multiple competing texts 
and voices, so that text and image are in dialogue not only with each other 
but also with every other feature in the issue.12 Laurel Brake rightly argues 
that Victorian books and serials were closely related, interactive media, but 
methods of illustrating poems in these print media were not identical. The 
editor, in contrast to a poet or (collaborating) artist, had to assemble a maga-
zine with sufficient identity to create a market niche while also multiplying 
potential readers through presentation of divergent writers, artists, and let-
terpress forms. The aesthetic unity pursued in Allingham’s The Music-Master 
or the later aesthetic experiments of William Morris was not only impossible 
but undesirable to a magazine editor who courted a large audience. Manag-
ing layout and ordering contents was another component of what Robert L. 
Patten and David Finkelstein term the “editor function.”13 In overseeing such 
tasks the editor, whether of books or periodicals, left a trace element visible 
on the page; yet the results were often more self-evident in illustrated poems 
in periodicals. A broad range of registers and mixed, rather than unitary, 
ideological messages, then, defined a family periodical like Once a Week; in 
every sense its paired poems and images produced a magazine of effects.

Because Samuel Lucas explicitly stipulated that drawings ought to illus-
trate textual content, many illustrated poems in Once a Week exemplify what 
Kooistra terms “quotation”: an image that largely mirrors the text but adds 
a “meta-critical intensification which results from such reflexivity.”14 Millais’ 
illustration for “The Plague of Elliant. (From the Breton)” by Tom Taylor, an 
author best known for his contributions to Punch, is a telling instance.15 A 
scholarly headnote to the poem explains the technical features of the Breton 
original, its historical provenance—a sixth-century plague referenced in the 
Book of Llandaff in Jesus College, Oxford—and the translation’s source text 
in the Barsaz Breiz of M. De Villemarqué, who gathered oral recitations from 
Breton peasantry. In announcing its need of paratext to be understood, 
Taylor’s poem tacitly endorses its accompanying illustration as well. The 
page’s layout goes further, in some respects subordinating text to image.  
For if the headnote and monorhyme stanzas of the poem are gathered into 
vertical columns, Millais’ illustration neatly bisects the page in an unbroken 
rectangular pane. Visually, letterpress functions as a frame opening onto the 
window of the image, in which a woman, rather than a horse, pulls a cart of 
covered bundles (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1.  Tom Taylor, “The Plague of Elliant,” illustrated by John Millais, 
Once a Week, October 15, 1859, Univ. of Delaware Library.
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Figure 2.  John Millais, “Their Mother ’Twixt the Shafts Did Fare,” Harper’s 
Weekly, November 5, 1859, wood engraving, Amon Carter Museum, Fort 
Worth, Texas.
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The immediate impression created by Millais’ drawing is of 
overwhelming, burdensome toil. But if the illustration rests at the center of 
the page and most immediately commands the eye, it is not self-sufficient; the 
image changes (by contextualizing) the text, but the text conditions what is 
seeable in the image. Only after perusing the title and headnote, perhaps the 
poem as well, are readers likely to note the dead child’s hand that hangs over 
the edge of the cart. What at first seem mere bundles are the covered bodies 
of all nine sons of the woman dragging the cart, her dazed husband walking 
behind. The dead hand that overspills the cart, which cannot hold all the 
death that is abroad from plague, is Millais’ independent invention; it thus 
mirrors yet augments these poetic lines: “The mother shriek’d and call’d on 
God, / Crush’d, soul and body, beneath her load” (p. 316). Reciprocally, the 
text charges an image immediately suggestive of toil with psychological and 
emotive force, even shock and visceral sensation. And the text does what an 
image cannot, providing a linear story telling how the woman and her husband 
die soon after the moment Millais depicts. In the end death and narrative 
serve to depopulate Millais’ arresting visual image. 

Because the paired poem and image were twice reprinted, first in Harper’s 
Weekly in America (November 5, 1859), then in Taylor’s Ballads and Songs of 
Brittany in 1865,16 the semiotics of the Once a Week illustrated poem can be 
more precisely pinpointed. In Harper’s the illustration was disentangled from 
the text and centered atop the page, where its gravity contrasts the much 
larger image of a raucous crowd defying Sabbath laws in New York (Figure 
2). Taylor’s poem appears at the far right, but the artifact of the page takes 
the side of the Sunday crowd insofar as it announces the superior currency of 
light entertainment and visual spectacle, which spatially dominates the page, 
relative to text that demands the slower, more persistent task of reading. The 
illustration and poem in Taylor’s 1865 volume also alter their relationship, 
since Millais’ drawing is given a separate page to itself, evolving from the status 
of illustrative wood engraving to the higher dignity of a free-standing plate. 
Though the image is aptly placed after the couplet at the bottom of the prior 
page, “Everywhere, save in two wheel-ruts bare, / Where the wheels of the 
dead-cart wont to fare” (p. 316), its format belongs to the more up-market form 
of the book typically purchased only by middle-class and wealthy patrons. In 
1865, the poem plus text (and the volume’s twelve shilling price) telegraphs 
a message of luxury and book-ness. In contrast, the Once a Week poem and 
image announce the mutual embeddedness of text and illustration and above 
all their affordability and “magazine-ness.” Relative to Harper’s Weekly, Once a 
Week signals its classed status as an emphatically middle-class family magazine 
that takes reading, history, and art seriously.  

“Quotation” between word and image works by alternative means in 
“The Palimpsest,” for here periodical layout itself becomes part of the meaning.  
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The poem about love’s transience is by Manley Hopkins (father to Gerard) 
signing as “Berni” and begins as an unbroken column of sestets on a recto 
page (Figure 3). Because the covers of individual issues featured names of 
artists but not the texts they illustrated,17 readers moving from page to page 
could not always tell when they were about to encounter illustrations. Though 
layout is important to book production as well, unpredictable sequences and 
a miscellany of articles ensure that change and surprise are themselves generic 
features of periodicals. “The Palimpsest” was literally unillustrated so long as 
the reader persisted in reading the first page of “Love’s” manuscript history 
wherein name overwrites name to form a palimpsest: “The tale of passion’s 
following waves, / Which found their graves, / Leaving a wrinkle on the shore, 
/ And nothing more.” The act of turning the page, however, effected another 
form of palimpsest as unillustrated gave way to illustrated text (Figure 4).  

The status of word and image changed radically as well. One stanza was 
broken in two and pushed above the first image by Clara Page, a Hopkins fam-
ily friend, while two concluding sestets served as a visual boundary between 
the first and a second image.18 This extreme breaking of text into bits on the 
second page subordinates text to visual spectacle. The embodied act of turning 
a page thus underscores (by enacting) the transience of all experience, includ-
ing love, as one medium is overlaid by another. Here paired word and image 
also gesture toward the very medium that circulates them, for they attest to 
the editorial hand—momentarily visible alongside those linked to pen, pencil, 
and engraving tool—that placed them so tellingly within the issue.  

Another print formation specific to magazines is the presentation of 
poetry as explicitly participating in public discursivity.  Both Isobel Armstrong 
and E. Warwick Slinn have theorized the linguistic, semiotic, and performative 
means by which poetry as an aesthetic form intersects with politics.19 The pages 
of Victorian periodicals work within a low-theory logic of material semiotics 
to announce poetry as an integral part of public discourse, including national 
and international politics, rather than a privileged high-culture realm set apart. 
In the inaugural issue of Once a Week “Magenta,” another Tom Taylor poem 
illustrated by Millais, exemplifies the point.20  

After a Shirley Brooks poem announcing the new publication’s edito-
rial policy, a science article on mammoths, and a tale drawn from Icelandic 
sagas (all three illustrated to underscore the value-added feature missing from 
Dickens’ rival magazine), international politics and imperialism emerged as 
reference points with an unillustrated letter from Arthur Clarence in Port 
Natal, Africa, about hunting boa constrictors (“Snakes and Their Prey: An 
African Adventure”). W. Bridges Adams followed with an unillustrated article 
on “English Projectiles” detailing the advantages of “Brown Bess,” the Enfield 
rifle, for long-range warfare rather than up-close encounters with bayonets, 
suppressing mention of the weapon’s role in the recent Indian “Mutiny” as 
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Figure 3.  “Berni” [Manley Hopkins], “The Palimpsest,” Once a Week, Decem-
ber 3, 1859, Univ. of Delaware Library.
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Figure 4.  “Berni,” “The Palimpsest,” illustrated by Clara Lane, Once a Week, 
December 3, 1859, Univ. of Delaware Library.
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if its only significance were merely technological. Then came “Magenta,” a 
poem intimately tied to the news cycle and to Britain’s international interests 
insofar as it concerned Napoleon III and his alliance with the Piedmontese 
to resist Austrian rule in Italy. The specter of yet another Napoleon taking 
troops into other countries inspired unease throughout 1859 over a potential 
French invasion of Britain—as well as several poems.21 On June 4, 1859 French 
forces had encountered Austrians at Magenta, Italy, and although the French 
“won,” 4,500 French soldiers and 5,700 Austrians were killed from fighting 
street by street in a small village.22  

If the African hunting adventure and detailed analysis of artillery cel-
ebrate gunfire, “Magenta” juxtaposes its human cost, first by particularizing 
the scene and victims of pitched gunfire battles:

                                      I.
 Under the willows; in the trampled maize;
      Midst up-torn vines, and shatter’d mulberry rows;
  In rice-fields, corn-fields, dykes by dusty ways,
      And cottage-crofts, where the gold gourd-flower blows,—
 Swathes of Death’s scythe, wielded for two long days—
 The dead lie thick and still: foes all at peace with foes.

Asserting that each of the dead “link’d many in its story” since the soldiers 
“were all sons or sires; husbands or brothers” (stanzas II-III), the poem con-
cludes with a woman mourner at home:

                                    IV.
 Cry! let the poor soul wrestle with the woe
      Of that bereavement. Who takes thought of her?
 Through the illumined streets the triumphs go;
      Under her window waving banners stir,
 And shouting crowds to Notre Dame that flow.
 Hide, mourner, hide the tears which might such triumphs blur!

The poem tacitly critiques W. Bridges Adams’ celebration of Enfield rifles by 
exposing its occlusions (“Who takes thought of her?”) and vividly registering 
the effects of long-range artillery:  mourners in “Magenta” are “taught by arms 
of price, how far they strike—how far!” (stanza III). The poem dialogizes two 
preceding articles and questions the human cost of imperial militarism; yet 
since the magazine includes multiple responses to imperial weapons without 
taking or demanding a stance it also contains, and manages, dissent 23—espe-
cially when the dead soldiers are French rather than British. 

The poem also manages the gendered dynamic of the inaugural issue, 
for if the African and Enfield rifle narratives overtly target male readers, the 
poem—a genre long marketed to women in annuals—tacitly argues that women 
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and their suffering are also part of war’s meaning.24  Millais’ illustration goes 
further; his image literally foregrounds a woman, whose voluminous skirt fills 
the picture’s center while the public world of international politics conveyed 
by the newspaper listing casualties and the scene beyond her window are 
subordinate pictorial elements. The battle’s horrendous recent casualties are 
translated both pictorially and poetically into emotive personal registers that 
aim to engage audience affect.  

Visually as well as ideologically the poem and illustration are remarkably 
balanced (see Figure 5): if the square window of the mourner’s room is echoed 
in the square-shaped illustration, the text is also arranged in a square. Word 
and image are thus explicitly positioned as complementary media. Millais’ pic-
ture nonetheless imports a meaning that Taylor’s text cannot through Millais’ 
“interpictoriality.”25 As David Skilton notes, “The pose in this illustration is 
itself a development of Millais’ earlier illustration to ‘Mariana’ in the Moxon 
Tennyson.”26 By pictorially alluding in the inaugural issue to an illustrated 
book that paired illustrations of high artistic merit with distinguished poetry, 
Millais tacitly imports the symbolic capital accruing to the more expensive 
book to the cheap luxury of an illustrated magazine. Millais’ visual cue also 
establishes the maddening isolation and sorrow of Tennyson’s “Mariana” as 
a context for Taylor’s poem, adding force that Taylor’s language alone cannot 
generate. Finally, Millais’ interpictoriality positions the larger realm of the 
aesthetic in dialogue with the public realm of battles, international politics, 
and publishing, announcing their central interrelatedness.27   

“Magenta” enforces conventional gender roles: men act and die; women 
suffer and mourn. Because the illustrated poem as theorized by Kooistra is itself 
gendered (involving “wedded” elements variously dominant or subordinate), 
I next turn to the intervention of illustrated poetry in gender ideology in 
Once a Week, again with particular attention to effects specific to a magazine. 
Masculinity as an index of national identity became a fraught point of con-
tention in the October 29, 1859 issue. It opened with the tale of a schoolboy 
who pretends his father is a pirate to cloak the homely reality of a red-faced 
pilot working at the docks, then turned to “Young France” and the rather 
startling argument that the French Revolution’s abolishment of primogeniture 
in favor of equal division of wealth means that France produces no genuine 
boys whose play teaches initiative and valor, only calculating machines seek-
ing always to get ahead. After the momentary diversions of a light comic tale 
and poem, the issue continued with the second of three articles by Captain 
Sherard Osborn on “The Last Voyage of Sir John Franklin,” illustrated by 
W. May. The voyage was manifestly a British failure: Franklin never returned 
from his expedition begun in 1845 to find the Northwest Passage. Worse, in 
1854 Dr. John Rae speculated that surviving crew members had resorted to 
cannibalism. This horror was balanced by the discovery in 1859 by Captain 
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Figure 5.  Tom Taylor, “Magenta,” illustrated by John Millais, Once a Week,  
July 2, 1859, Univ. of Delaware Library.
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Figure 6.  “Robert Stephenson,” engraved by Joseph Swain after a photograph 
by Maull and Polyblank, Univ. of Delaware Library.
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Leopold McClintock, who largely resolved the mystery of what had happened, 
of a cairn containing skeletons and messages from the Franklin party. Osborn’s 
article (which opens with an image of Franklin’s funeral) documents Franklin’s 
achievements prior to his death and his surviving men’s bravery, endurance, 
and suffering against hopeless odds, but he must also face Franklin’s glaring 
technological failure—overly heavy sledges that severely limited land explora-
tion—and the looming specter of cannibalism. At one point Osborn simply 
occludes text and image alike: “Brave men are suffering; we will not look 
upon their sore trial.”28  

The Franklin article ends near the top of a page; immediately below is an 
illustration that counters the wild, hostile terrain of the arctic with a homely 
British scene, and Franklin’s physical and technical failures with the techno-
logical prowess that confirms British greatness and normative masculinity.  
For the engraved woodcut of his birthplace opens a memorial essay on Robert 
Stephenson, the engineer who designed the London and Birmingham railway 
and bridge across the Menai Strait. In contrast to the alleged decadence of boy-
hood in France, the English Stephenson always retained a quality of “genuine 
boyishness” according to the essayist, who cites “The Old Men” by Richard 
Monckton Milnes about great British predecessors who “Went about their 
gravest tasks / Like noble boys at play.”29 Appropriately the article ends with 
another modern technical innovation, a photograph from London’s leading 
studio of Maull and Polyblank engraved by Joseph Swain (Figure 6).  

By the principle of what J. Hillis Miller terms “adjacency,”30 the roundel 
also illustrates, and visually dominates, the poem immediately below. “In 
Memoriam,” by G. R. Taylor, records the proximate deaths (September 15, 
October 12, 1859) of Stephenson and his friendly rival Isambard K. Brunel, 
engineer for the Great Western Railway and first transatlantic steamship. By 
editorial design the poem becomes an epitaph for the issue, which thereby 
culminates in a celebration of British masculine greatness:

 TOGETHER dead! while living, separate
 To outward seeming; treading each a path
 Self-chosen, onward, upward, to an end:
 A common end, though crossing footsteps mark
 The steep hill-side whose summit is their goal.
 Men call this rivalry,—word all too mean
 Utter’d of those whom earth and sea combine
 To own victorious,—victors over them.31

The poem is decidedly minor, dwarfed in achievement by the deeds of men it 
memorializes and, on the page, by an image ultimately traceable to a machine.  
But its very subordination reinforces the “hard” masculine realms of technol-
ogy, action, and material results to which it pays tribute.
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In other issues word and image tugged against each other to destabilize 
gender ideology, as with the first poem contributed by George Meredith to 
Once a Week, “The Song of Courtesy.”32 The title and above all illustration 
bespeak the manly men and modest women of the medieval revival since an  
athletic, mustachioed knight in court dress supports a woman, eyes and head 
downcast, who stands behind him (Figure 7). But the poem does something 
very different, for it is drawn from the Wife of Bath’s tale in Chaucer’s Can-
terbury Tales and opens with a repellent hag and a man in the ticklish position 
of having to embrace her in bed:

   I.
      WHEN Sir Gawain was led to his bridal bed,
      By Arthur’s knights in scorn God-sped:—
      How, think you, he felt?
  O the bride within
Was yellow and dry as a snake’s old skin;
  Loathly as sin!
  Scarce faceable,
  Quite unembraceable;
With a hag’s bristle on a hag’s chin!—
      Gentle Gawain felt as should we,
      Little of Love’s soft fire knew he:
      But he was the Knight of Courtesy.

Not from duty but from sympathetic compassion for the hag (“O, to spare 
her pain, / And let not his loathing her loathliness vain / Mirror too plain”), 
Gawain kisses her; and as in Chaucer, when a beauteous young woman sud-
denly appears and gives him a choice of whether she will be beautiful by day 
or night, he surrenders the choice to her.  

Meredith’s moral departs from that of the Wife of Bath, who discerns a 
lesson of female supremacy (and the desirability of men who are meek, young, 
and “fresh abedde”). Meredith, rather, adopts obliquity, preferring a metaphor 
that conflates magic and economics and leaves unstated what is “basest”:   

  See ye not, Courtesy
  Is the true Alchemy,
Turning to gold all it touches and tries?
      Like the true knight, may we
      Make the basest that be
      Beautiful ever by Courtesy!

Still, his ideal of “courtesy” minimally requires that men share decision-mak-
ing with and consider the subjectivities even of women who diverge wildly 
from ideal femininity. 



56 / VICTORIAN POETRY

Figure 7.  George Meredith, “The Song of Courtesy,” illustrated by John 
Tenniel, Once a Week, July 9, 1859, Univ. of Delaware Library. 
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The unease such a scenario could inspire may explain Tenniel’s choice 
to pose the bridal couple looking away from rather than at each other and 
to harness femininity to masculine dominance. Yet the illustration does not 
dominate the text, as the Stephenson roundel clearly does in “In Memo-
riam.” At all levels an editor signals importance and prestige by assigning 
lead positions. In many instances Once a Week short stories and articles cede 
primacy to illustrations that appear immediately below titles. In “The Song 
of Courtesy” the title leads into text, not a picture, and though the image 
occupies the poem’s center, the generous symmetrical spacing of Meredith’s 
stanzas augments poetry’s presence and appeal—as does the prominence of 
Meredith’s full signature in contrast to Tenniel’s trademark monogram. The 
layout itself thus enters into the magazine’s gender dynamics by inviting audi-
ences to engage with markedly divergent representations of gender: women 
are both granted and denied agency, men at once dominate and subordinate 
themselves in the poem versus illustration. Such pluralism opens debate but 
once again the magazine advocates neither side.

The economically and ideologically strategic pluralism of a middle-class 
family magazine means that on occasion daring material could be included 
since it was sure to be countered by more conservative features elsewhere. An 
illustrated poem entitled “Fairy May” was perhaps the most openly feminist 
work of the first volume. In the same month it appeared, the English Woman’s 
Journal founded by the Langham Place group reached a circulation of 700—a 
reminder to the editor of another readership that could with advantage be 
wooed to purchase Once a Week.33 The lyric of C. W. Goodhart achieves its 
effect by playing against a title that suggests coy, childlike femininity and 
springtime mating:

            I.
  Come hither, little Fairy May,
       My bride if you will be,
  I’ll give you silks and satins bright
       Most beautiful to see;
  I’ll bring you to my castle hall,
       ’Mid lords and ladies gay:”
  “No thank you, sir, I’d rather not,”
       Quoth little Fairy May!

Fairy May’s resistance withstands the importunings of parents too, and her 
“No thank you” becomes a refrain in all but the third stanza, when she flatly 
dismisses marriage and her socially superior suitor together:
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Figure 8.  C. W. Goodhart, “Fairy May,” illustrated by Helen Hoppner Coode, 
Once a Week, November 12, 1859, Univ. of Delaware Library.
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          III.
  “Come Fairy May, your words unsay,
       You silly little goosie!
  You know within your heart of hearts,
       You wouldn’t like to lose me:
  You’ll never see me here again,
       If once I go away:”
  Well, sir! and much I care for that!”
       Quoth little Fairy May.

This is humor with a sting in its tale, and a rare instance of unqualified female 
independence in the magazine.  

The paired images (Figure 8) collaborate with yet—appropriately—inde-
pendently pursue the lyric’s affirmation of female agency, a practice consis-
tent with Kooistra’s category of “impression” involving an artist’s “amicable 
autonomy” (“The Artist as Critic,” p. 17). Autonomy intensifies the meaning 
of this paired poem and image since the poet is masculine, the artist a woman.  
Helen Hoppner Coode was perhaps an obvious choice since she was one of 
the few women illustrators for Bradbury and Evans’s Punch. In Punch her 
gender was obscured since like Tenniel she signed with a monogram, the 
same that twice appears in “Fairy May.” The index of illustrations bound 
into the magazine’s first volume, however, retroactively identified her as 
“Miss COODE.”34 In Once a Week she may in fact sign thrice, since the large 
capital C that simultaneously forms the first letter of the poem and acts as 
an imprisoning barrier to the aristocratic wooer is also the illustrator’s initial. 
Coode draws the skeptical, resistant Fairy May larger than either her mother 
or suitor, as if to suggest that “Fairy May” is a name imposed on her at odds 
with her subjectivity. Her positioning on the page, moreover, pushes both the 
wooing lord and text to the side while she stands firmly vertical where the 
poem’s first word might otherwise occur. The tailpiece illustration, centered 
beneath the poem’s concluding stanzas, appropriates even more agency for 
the woman artist, for if her illustration and the text wed in the capital C at the 
top of the page, at the bottom she creates an independent image and caps the 
poem with words of her own. Here Fairy May—now diminutive indeed—touches 
her finger to her lips (possibly smirking) and holds a protective shield before 
her labeled “Fancy Free” while her suitor shoots a deflected cupid’s arrow at 
her and her parents, armed with gun and hammer, are equally impotent to 
coerce their willful daughter. If this image expresses a woman’s autonomy and 
resistance to class or romance narratives, the shield’s words also announce the 
artist’s independence, her “fancy” that is free to invent at will. Together (yet 
autonomously) the image and text of “Fairy May” comically rehearse central 
tenets of feminism to create a democratic jeu d’esprit. The combination was 
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sufficiently memorable to inspire transatlantic musical settings of “Fairy May” 
in 1860 and 1863.35  

More seriously and overtly than in “Fairy May,” the contest between 
verbal and visual media becomes thematized in Christina Rossetti’s “Maude 
Clare” and its illustration by John Millais.36 The contestation also involves 
several strategies noted earlier, including the effects of adjacent imagery and 
editorial layout. The first page of the poem (Figure 9) squeezes two of Rossetti’s 
quatrains below the conclusion and tailpiece of a travel essay, “An American 
Apple Frolic.” The infantilized figures drawn by H. G. Hine—a little boy cherub 
peeling apples while two little girls string them before an upended apple bas-
ket—suggest a fairy-tale context for the beginning of Rossetti’s poem:

  The fields were white with lily-buds,
     White gleamed the lilied beck;
  Each mated pigeon plumed the pomp
     Of his metallic neck.

  She follow’d his bride into the church,
     With a lofty step and mien:
  His bride was like a village maid,
     Maude Clare was like a queen.

Like “Magenta” or “In Memoriam,” “Maude Clare” is positioned as 
part of a sequence probing national identity and gender. More than a travel 
piece, “An American Apple Frolic” constructs British national identity by 
detrimentally comparing Americans’ relentless practicality and indifference 
to aesthetic beauty to superior British civility and taste. Though pretty women 
and flirtatious gaiety figure in the account of New England youths gathered 
to process an apple crop, the lingering impression is of crude table manners 
when a young man declines a glass of water: “‘You darned fool,’ he gasps, 
thanklessly, ‘if I had room left for water, do you suppose I would not have 
eaten more pig?’” (p. 381). The beautiful colors and scents of harvested apples 
are likewise lost on the Americans, who use the apples only as food for pigs. 
In immediately succeeding this skeptical account of American manners with 
a British poem, the editor juxtaposes American aesthetic crudity with British 
refinement, American rawness with British tradition, American republicanism 
with a British woman who walks like a queen.37   

Turning the page, however, brings another “editor-effect” surprise: a 
poem that modulates from its utilitarian (i.e., “American”) function as filler 
on the first page to columns printed with ample white space and embellished 
by a half-page illustration that, as in “The Plague of Elliant,” opens onto an 
unbroken rectangular pane (Figure 10).  Not only does British poetry succeed 
American crudity, but its richly detailed, adult-centered illustration counters 
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Figure 9.  Opening stanzas of “Maude Clare,” by Christina Rossetti, Once a 
Week, November 5, 1859, Univ. of Delaware Library.
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Figure 10.  Christina Rossetti, “Maude Clare,” illustrated by John Millais, 
Once a Week, November 5, 1859, Univ. of Delaware Library.
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the childlike tailpiece that tropes young American culture. The turned page 
also signals a new set of competing claims, now between language and visual 
spectacle, which remain conflicted and unresolved. Because the illustration is 
intended to draw attention first, Millais’ drawing doubles what it also depicts, 
an act of compelled gazing upon the richly dressed, beauteous Maude Clare 
by onlookers. A courtly youth looks at Maude Clare in frank appraisal, but 
the peasants gaze with wonder and delight—as perhaps the first audience of 
Once a Week did in encountering the surprise of Millais’ drawing when they 
turned the page.    

Those who subsequently read the text discovered a ballad of female 
rivalry in which Rossetti complicates what victory or power between rivals 
might mean. Maude Clare’s glamour and status eclipse the bride as center of 
attention, and even the bridegroom cannot take his eyes off Maude Clare:

  My lord gazed long on pale Maude Clare
     Or ever he kiss’d the bride.

  No eyes were fix’d upon the bride,
      Or on the bridegroom more,
  All eyes were fix’d on grand Maude Clare,
     While she look’d straight before.

Maude Clare also triumphs over the bridegroom linguistically. When she 
speaks to return her half of the treasures he shared with her, he fails in his 
answer and buries his face in his hands.  

The contest between Maude Clare and Nell, like that between text 
and illustration, is less easily deciphered. Though a “Lady,” Nell looks no 
better than “a village maid” in contrast to the queenly Maude Clare. Millais’ 
drawing ratifies Nell’s visual insignificance and Maude Clare’s superiority 
since Nell is nowhere seen in his illustration. Maude Clare, in contrast, is 
the cynosure of all gazes—just as some magazine consumers were doubtless 
content to look at Millais’ picture and skip Rossetti’s poem, thereby remain-
ing as unaware of Nell as the wedding bystanders. That the poem ends with 
the name “Maude Clare” further enforces, like the title and Millais’ image, 
Maude Clare’s dominance.  

Yet the poem also suggests that visual glamour can be superseded by the 
power of language. The concluding name is uttered by Nell, who becomes 
aligned with the poet insofar as she demonstrates language’s performative 
force, just as Maude Clare’s spectacular surface is aligned with visual art. 
Not only, as Helena Michie points out, does Nell wrest creative agency over 
language to transform Maude Clare’s name into a refrain,38 but Nell also does 
things with words by claiming ownership of the bridegroom who is now legally 
hers by right of the wedding ceremony she echoes:
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  “And what you leave,” said Nell, “I’ll take,
      And what you spurn I’ll wear,
  For he’s my lord for better and worse,
     And him I love, Maude Clare.

  “Yea, though you’re taller by the head,
      More wise, and much more fair;
  I’ll love him till he loves me best—
      Me best of all, Maude Clare!”

Maude Clare may be fairest but Nell’s words, like the poem itself, point out 
that she is left husbandless and alone. Maude Clare is forced to relinquish 
female desire while Nell affirms it and seeks to transform the weak groom’s 
love as she has the meaning of Maude Clare’s name. 

In these ways poetic language comes to the fore. Yet Millais’ drawing 
introduces interpretive complications of its own. By the very act of excluding 
Nell Millais highlights art’s exclusions, a self-consuming gesture that brings 
pictoriality into question.39 Simultaneously he represents what the poem 
does not and cannot: the homely crowd, whose humble guise more closely 
approximates Nell and may thereby metonymically allude to her. As well, 
Millais adds a snakelike braid to Maude Clare’s gown that calls her moral 
worth into question relative to the aesthetically inferior yet warmly human 
crowd. The noble dog walking at Maude Clare’s side, another added visual 
detail not in the poem, likely derives from iconography specific to painting, 
within which the dog represents fidelity—as with the little dog in the Jan van 
Eyck Arnolfini portrait in the National Gallery admired by the Pre-Raphael-
ites.40 Maude Clare holds the dog on a leash, yet her voluminous dress partly 
occludes it, possibly symbolizing her attempts to compel the bridegroom 
versus his straying allegiance. To the degree that Millais imports elements 
of traditional iconography, he elevates his drawing’s expressive and cultural 
value; insofar as he suggests that riveting beautiful surfaces may be morally 
questionable, Millais subordinates the drawing to a poem dramatizing this 
possibility through words alone.  

Rossetti excised the stanza about the crowd’s ignoring the bride and 
bridegroom to look on Maude Clare when she revised the poem for publica-
tion. This alteration may indicate a desire to elevate Nell, who in the revised 
version is no longer visually eclipsed by her rival; indeed, in all versions the 
poem suggests that both women are pale and proud (an effect virtually impos-
sible to capture in a black and white drawing). Given the strong link between 
the excised stanza and Millais’ illustration, Rossetti’s textual revision suggests 
that she was reacting to the effects Millais’ image created when paired with 
her poem—a link she then deliberately expunged. In the magazine version 
of “Maude Clare,” however, neither word nor image is allowed to triumph 
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unambiguously any more than the rival women do over each other.  Yet rela-
tive to the preceding article on America, in “Maude Clare” word and image 
collaborate equally to mark off British aesthetic nuance from American 
aesthetic obtuseness.

I conclude with a poem in which textuality and language clearly assume 
precedence over pictoriality, the unillustrated “Autumn Even-Song” by George 
Meredith. To argue that unillustrated poems in Once a Week, as in books or 
anthologies, endorse textual self-sufficiency might seem tautological.  But unil-
lustrated poems in a magazine featuring illustrated verse always indicate an 
editorial choice. Christina Rossetti’s first poem in Once a Week, “The Round 
Tower of Jhansi” (misattributed to “Caroline G. Rossetti”), may have been left 
unillustrated in keeping with Lucas’ disapproval of “sensationalism” (Savory, p. 
288). By the time he had competed for five months against Dickens’ serialized 
A Tale of Two Cities and the early parts of Wilkie Collins’s Woman in White in 
All the Year Round, Lucas relaxed his policy and actually allowed an illustration 
of a husband committing suicide in front of his wife (his blood splashing onto 
her skirts) in a December 19, 1859 short story.41 Early in his editorship, in 
contrast, Lucas may have deemed Rossetti’s Indian Mutiny poem in which a 
British soldier kills his wife, then himself while a mob of “swarming, howling 
wretches” approach too volatile to be illustrated.42  

Lucas’ deliberate placement of Meredith’s unillustrated “Autumn Even-
Song,” created an “editor effect” signaling poetry’s superior aesthetic power 
relative to visual spectacle. Every lead item in Once a Week was illustrated 
(including four poems in the first volume). Lucas did not lead with Meredith’s 
poem but placed it immediately after the lead feature. In this way he indi-
cated the poem’s importance through its proximity to the lead position and 
simultaneously marked its self-sufficient textuality.

For the lead story is about the fakery of modern appearances and 
spectacle. “Savernake and Forty-Five” by Shirley Brooks, with illustrations by 
John Leech, anticipates the tales of rampant materialism and charlatanism in 
Dickens’ Our Mutual Friend (1864-1865) or Trollope’s The Way We Live Now 
(1874-1875). A vignette of a loudly dressed youth being kicked down stairs 
tops the first column in the issue. The blow is to the protagonist’s son and 
adumbrates the youth’s criminal future, which ends in his being “kicked” out 
of England via transportation. His father Savernake, an affluent lender and 
bill collector, maintains a public appearance of high respectability but is a 
cruel despot at home. Furious when he scents a courtship between his pretty 
daughter Flora and a journalist, he bans clandestine contact between her and 
the penniless writer. To prove her innocence she summons the journalist and 
announces her return of his unsolicited letter while her father ignominiously 
hides behind the sofa (the subject of a second illustration).  

But the image fools both the father and magazine readers.  As the story 
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reveals on a succeeding page, Flora is outwitting her father: the letter she 
throws to the ground is not a returned letter but one she has written to the 
journalist, and they elope the next day. The story then reverts to the father 
who, having seen the house at No. 45 Atherton Street for sale, buys and 
furnishes it, gathers a group around him for a lavish housewarming dinner 
meant to impress all with his wealth, and rises “in full swagger” at the dinner 
to extol his love for this, his boyhood home from which his father unfairly 
expelled him. Empty platitudes mount until an elderly guest, a former rate 
collector for the neighborhood, points out that this was No. 57 until quite 
recently, when all the houses were renumbered. Rather than visual displays 
and bombast, memory and true verbal testimony carry the day.

“Autumn Even-Song” immediately follows, its four sestets placed directly 
across from Savernake’s glozing clichés on the unillustrated page. The lyric is 
brief enough to be quoted in full:

  The long cloud edged with streaming gray,
       Soars from the west;
  The red leaf mounts with it away,
       Showing the nest
  A blot among the branches bare:
        There is a cry of outcasts in the air.

  Swift little breezes, darting chill,
       Pant down the lake;
  A crow flies from the yellow hill,
       And in its wake
  A baffled line of labouring rooks:
        A purple bow the shadowless river looks.

  Pale on the panes of the old hall
       Gleams the lone space
  Between the sunset and the squall;
       And on its face
  Mournfully glimmers to the last:
         Great oaks grow mighty minstrels in the blast.

  Pale the rain-rutted roadways shine
       In the green light
  Behind the cedar and the pine:
       Come, thundering night!
  Blacken broad earth with hoards of storm:
         For me yon valley-cottage beckons warm.43  

Insofar as it relays an easily grasped scene in language that is clear and 
accessible, the poem is suited to magazine publication. Yet the poem’s dic-
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tion and movement, in contrast to Savernake’s prefabricated phrases (and 
several lesser poems in Once a Week), are fresh and unpredictable. Clouds 
in a broad sky are swiftly succeeded by the microscopic detail of a single red 
leaf, which itself mounts toward the sky but draws attention downward to an 
abandoned nest left in a tree. The stanza then culminates in acoustic effects 
that position sound itself as a metaphor of bird twitters and rustling leaves no 
longer heard. Such effects attracted many serious readers of poetry including 
William Sharp, who commented forty years later, “‘The Lark Ascending,’ ‘The 
South-West Wind,’ ‘Autumn Even-song,’ ‘The Woods of Westermain,’ and a 
score other matchless lyrics and longer poems, are their names not familiar to 
all who love beautiful verse?”44 Coming after “Savernake and Forty-Five,” the 
poem functions as an antidote to its sleaze and hints at a cleansing of social 
and linguistic detritus. In its periodical setting the integrity of Meredith’s 
language is part of the poem’s (and the editor’s) message, just as Meredith’s 
vivid imagery testifies to an immediacy and mobility that even skillful draw-
ing cannot achieve.

In July-December 1859, then, Samuel Lucas and the firm of Bradbury 
and Evans not only made illustrated poems a central feature of Once a Week 
but in the process also invented a range of effects generated by paired poems 
and images in a magazine context. While such work is clearly indebted to the 
precedents of William Allingham’s The Music-Master, the Moxon Tennyson 
edition, and illustrated serial fiction,45 Once a Week multiplied strategies that 
could be adopted in subsequent gift books and periodicals. If the magazine 
lacks the unity of effect possible to collaborations between poets and artists 
in deliberately designed books, its very miscellany underscores and exposes 
the features specific to poetry in Victorian literary magazines. Such magazines 
are sites of rich entrepreneurial creativity, generating one possibility after 
another. Simultaneously, the need to appeal widely entails a neutral politics 
that absorbs and occludes any specific political or aesthetic advocacy. Every 
feature in Once a Week is in this sense “Fancy-Free” because indifferent to 
political or social commitment—a far cry from some of the most notable il-
lustrated volumes associated with aestheticism. In generating a magazine of 
visual effects, Once a Week is a vital link in the history of Victorian illustrated 
poetry and a metonym of the capitalist democracy that generated its genre 
and allowed the journal to flourish in its inaugural months. 

 Notes

 I wish to thank Lorraine Janzen Kooistra for her comments, suggestions, and receptive-
ness throughout the composition process of this essay.  My thanks as well to Laurel 
Brake, Lacey Imbert, Mark Samuels Lasner, and April Pelt.  Images from Once a Week 
are reproduced from the collection at the University of Delaware Library.  The image 
from Harper’s Weekly is reproduced by permission of the Amon Carter Museum, Fort 
Worth.
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unbound version to verify the matter.

35 No Thank You, Sir, or, A Sprightly Fairy May. Song with Chorus, lyric by C. W. Goodhart, 
music by Henry Tucker (New York, 1860); Fairy May: A Ballad, words by C. W. Good-
hart, music by A. M. Pares (London, 1862). The brief review of the latter publication in 
the November 28, 1863 Orchestra noted the ballad’s origin in Once a Week (p. 137).

36 Christina Rossetti, “Maude Clare,” illustrated by John Millais, Once a Week (November 
5, 1859): 381-382. The Once a Week version of “Maude Clare” is an intermediate stage 
between an earlier manuscript version and the streamlined poem in Goblin Market and 
Other Poems (1862). See also Kooistra, Christina Rossetti and Illustration (Athens: Ohio 
Univ. Press, 2002), p. 44.

37 As Maunder notes, “Maude Clare” was itself immediately followed by “The Search for 
Sir John Franklin” (the last of three parts), which focuses on Lady Franklin’s sacrifice 
of all her property to fund an expedition composed largely of volunteers who were to 
discover the remains of Franklin’s ship and crew. Maunder, who does not discuss the 
illustration of “Maude Clare,” emphasizes Lady Franklin as an ideologically appropri-
ate model of femininity (pp. 44-46). The Lady Franklin episode, I suggest, also serves 
to transform failed British masculinity into heroic achievement and selfless British 
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38 Helena Michie, “The Battle for Sisterhood: Christina Rossetti’s Strategies for Control 
in Her Sister Poems,” JPRS 3, no. 2 (May 1983): 49. 

39 Kate Flint discusses concepts of the superiority of the unseen and the limits of vision 
in The Victorians and the Visual Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2000), 
pp. 66, 82.

40 Tim Barringer, Reading the Pre-Raphaelites (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1998), p. 
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41 I., “Rachel,” illustrated by John Leech, Once a Week (December 10, 1859): 494-501; 
the illustrated suicide occurs on 499. 

42 “Caroline” G. Rossetti, “The Round Tower at Jhansi.—June 8, 1857,” Once a Week 
(August 13, 1859): 140. Rossetti’s magazine poem had too little pictoriality, hence the 
Sunday Times’ complaint that the verses were nothing more than “miserable twaddle” 
([September 4, 1859], p. 2). In revising this poem for her 1862 volume, Rossetti added 
a stanza that completed an imagined scene:

  Close his arm about her now,
  Close her cheek to his,
       Close the pistol to her brow—
       God forgive them this! (ll. 9-12)

43 Shirley Brooks, “Savernake and Forty-Five,” illustrated by John Leech, Once a Week  
(December 3, 1859): 461-464; George Meredith, “Autumn Even-Song,” Once a Week 
December 3, 1859): 464. 

44 William Sharp, “Mr. George Meredith,” Good Words 40 (December 1899): 481. 

45 For a recent discussion of serial fiction and visuality in Once a Week, including the 
multiplied effects and meanings resulting from Lucas’ editorial choices and layout, 
see Leighton and Surridge (pp. 69-82) and Laurie Garrison, “The Seduction of Seeing 
in M.  E. Braddon’s Eleanor’s Victory: Visual Technology, Sexuality, and the Evocative 
Publishing Context of Once a Week,” VLC 36., no. 1 (March 2008): 111-130. Garri-
son notes the interactive effects of Braddon’s serial novel with two poems published 
alongside it in the 1863 issues of the journal.
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