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Victorian Poets and Contemporary Issues 

As part of the coursework within the mandatory subject “Literatura Inglesa III (Poesía)”, 

taught in the final year of the degree in English Studies at the University of Málaga, 

students were asked to analyse the poems below. These poems are all from the Victorian 

era (1837-1901) and were carefully selected for the purposes of this task for two different 

reasons. First, they are an example of different forms of lyrical expression from the 

Victorian age that are not included in the subject’s syllabus. In this sense, the poems were 

presented as part of a voluntary task for those students who wanted to improve their 

poetry analysis skills and to further explore what Victorian poetry has to offer. Secondly, 

they were selected because all four of them address social issues and concerns that are 

still relevant in our contemporary world. Clough’s “The Latest Decalogue” deals with 

hypocrisy, double morality, and the deceptive façade of appearances. Rossetti’s “Jenny” 

is a moving reflection on sexual labour that examines the injustices and prejudices faced 

by women in a patriarchal society. Carroll’s “The Walrus and the Carpenter”, though 

seemingly whimsical and innocent, hides an opportune criticism of the exploitation 

suffered by people who are regarded as ‘weak’, as some contemporary critics have 

noticed. Finally, Douglas’s “Two Loves” is an open defence of same-sex desire, so 

poignant in tone that it was ultimately used as evidence to convict Douglas’s lover (the 

Irish playwright and aesthete Oscar Wilde) during his (in)famous trials in 1895. 

 Students were asked to carefully read these poems and to transform them into 

contemporary versions of themselves. They were required not to alter the style or themes 

of the poems but to ‘update’ them so that they represent what concerns they might have 

as related to these topics. This exercise (carried out in English, as the subject is taught in 

this language) had as its aim to show students the continuity of literary themes, the 

relevance and impact of poetry when commenting social causes and, furthermore, to grant 

them a wider understanding of rhythm and rhyme, as well as an insight into the difficulties 

of writing poetry. The exercise was positively received by students and those who 

voluntarily participated in it alleged that it had been helpful for their overall 

understanding of the subject. 

 



1. Arthur Hugh Clough (1819-1861) 
 
“The Latest Decalogue” 
Thou shalt have one God only; who 
   Would be at the expense of two? 
   No graven images may be 
   Worshipp'd, except the currency: 
   Swear not at all; for, for thy curse 
   Thine enemy is none the worse: 
   At church on Sunday to attend 
   Will serve to keep the world thy friend: 
   Honour thy parents; that is, all 
  From whom advancement may befall: 
  Thou shalt not kill; but need'st not strive 
  Officiously to keep alive: 
  Do not adultery commit; 
  Advantage rarely comes of it: 
  Thou shalt not steal; an empty feat, 
  When it's so lucrative to cheat: 
  Bear not false witness; let the lie 
  Have time on its own wings to fly: 
  Thou shalt not covert; but tradition 
  Approves all forms of competition. 
 
2. Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882) 
 
“Jenny” 
Lazy laughing languid Jenny, 
Fond of a kiss and fond of a guinea, 
Whose head upon my knee to-night 
Rests for a while, as if grown light 
With all our dances and the sound 
To which the wild tunes spun you round: 
Fair Jenny mine, the thoughtless queen 
Of kisses which the blush between 
Could hardly make much daintier; 
Whose eyes are as blue skies, whose hair 
Is countless gold incomparable: 
Fresh flower, scarce touched with signs that tell 
Of Love’s exuberant hotbed:—Nay, 
Poor flower left torn since yesterday 
Until to-morrow leave you bare; 
Poor handful of bright spring-water 
Flung in the whirlpool’s shrieking face; 
Poor shameful Jenny, full of grace 
Thus with your head upon my knee;— 
Whose person or whose purse may be 
The lodestar of your reverie? 
 
This room of yours, my Jenny, looks 



A change from mine so full of books, 
Whose serried ranks hold fast, forsooth, 
So many captive hours of youth,— 
The hours they thieve from day and night 
To make one’s cherished work come right, 
And leave it wrong for all their theft, 
Even as to-night my work has left: 
Until I vowed that since my brain 
And eyes of dancing seemed so fain, 
My feet should have some dancing too:— 
And thus it was I met with you. 
Well, I suppose ’twas hard to part, 
For here I am. And now, sweetheart, 
You seem too tired to get to bed. 
 
It was a careless life I led 
When rooms like this were scarce so strange 
Not long ago. What breeds the change,— 
The many aims or the few years? 
Because to-night it all appears 
Something I do not know again. 
 
The cloud’s not danced out of my brain,— 
The cloud that made it turn and swim 
While hour by hour the books grew dim. 
Why, Jenny, as I watch you there,— 
For all your wealth of loosened hair, 
Your silk ungirdled and unlac’d 
And warm sweets open to the waist, 
All golden in the lamplight’s gleam,— 
You know not what a book you seem, 
Half-read by lightning in a dream! 
How should you know, my Jenny? Nay, 
And I should be ashamed to say:— 
Poor beauty, so well worth a kiss! 
But while my thought runs on like this 
With wasteful whims more than enough, 
I wonder what you’re thinking of. 
 
If of myself you think at all, 
What is the thought?—conjectural 
On sorry matters best unsolved?— 
Or inly is each grace revolved 
To fit me with a lure?—or (sad 
To think!) perhaps you’re merely glad 
That I’m not drunk or ruffianly 
And let you rest upon my knee. 
 
For sometimes, were the truth confess’d, 
You’re thankful for a little rest,— 



Glad from the crush to rest within, 
From the heart-sickness and the din 
Where envy’s voice at virtue’s pitch 
Mocks you because your gown is rich; 
And from the pale girl’s dumb rebuke, 
Whose ill-clad grace and toil-worn look 
Proclaim the strength that keeps her weak, 
And other nights than yours bespeak; 
And from the wise unchildish elf, 
To schoolmate lesser than himself 
Pointing you out, what thing you are:— 
Yes, from the daily jeer and jar, 
From shame and shame’s outbraving too, 
Is rest not sometimes sweet to you?— 
But most from the hatefulness of man 
Who spares not to end what he began, 
Whose acts are ill and his speech ill, 
Who, having used you at his will, 
Thrusts you aside, as when I dine 
I serve the dishes and the wine. 
[…] 
Jenny, you know the city now, 
A child can tell the tale there, how 
Some things which are not yet enroll’d 
In market-lists are bought and sold 
Even till the early Sunday light, 
When Saturday night is market-night 
Everywhere, be it dry or wet, 
And market-night in the Haymarket. 
Our learned London children know, 
Poor Jenny, all your pride and woe; 
Have seen your lifted silken skirt 
Advertise dainties through the dirt; 
Have seen your coach-wheels splash rebuke 
On virtue; and have learned your look 
When, wealth and health slipped past, you stare 
Along the streets alone, and there, 
Round the long park, across the bridge, 
The cold lamps at the pavement’s edge 
Wind on together and apart, 
A fiery serpent for your heart. 
[…] 
Why, Jenny, you’re asleep at last!— 
Asleep, poor Jenny, hard and fast,— 
So young and soft and tired; so fair, 
With chin thus nestled in your hair, 
Mouth quiet, eyelids almost blue 
As if some sky of dreams shone through! 
 
Just as another woman sleeps! 



Enough to throw one’s thoughts in heaps 
Of doubt and horror,—what to say 
Or think,—this awful secret sway, 
The potter’s power over the clay! 
Of the same lump (it has been said) 
For honour and dishonour made, 
Two sister vessels. Here is one. 
 
My cousin Nell is fond of fun, 
And fond of dress, and change, and praise, 
So mere a woman in her ways: 
And if her sweet eyes rich in youth 
Are like her lips that tell the truth, 
My cousin Nell is fond of love. 
And she’s the girl I’m proudest of. 
Who does not prize her, guard her well? 
The love of change, in cousin Nell, 
Shall find the best and hold it dear: 
The unconquered mirth turn quieter 
Not through her own, through others’ woe: 
The conscious pride of beauty glow 
Beside another’s pride in her, 
One little part of all they share. 
For Love himself shall ripen these 
In a kind of soil to just increase 
Through years of fertilizing peace. 
 
Of the same lump (as it is said) 
For honour and dishonour made, 
Two sister vessels. Here is one. 
 
It makes a goblin of the sun. 
 
So pure,—so fall’n! How dare to think 
Of the first common kindred link? 
Yet, Jenny, till the world shall burn 
It seems that all things take their turn; 
And who shall say but this fair tree 
May need, in changes that may be, 
Your children’s children’s charity? 
Scorned then, no doubt, as you are scorn’d! 
Shall no man hold his pride forewarn’d 
Till in the end, the Day of Days, 
At Judgement, one of his own race, 
As frail and lost as you, shall rise,— 
His daughter, with his mother’s eyes? 
 
3. Lewis Carroll (1832-1898) 
 
“The Walrus and the Carpenter” 



The sun was shining on the sea, 
      Shining with all his might: 
He did his very best to make 
      The billows smooth and bright — 
And this was odd, because it was 
      The middle of the night. 
 
The moon was shining sulkily, 
      Because she thought the sun 
Had got no business to be there 
      After the day was done — 
"It's very rude of him," she said, 
      "To come and spoil the fun." 
 
The sea was wet as wet could be, 
      The sands were dry as dry. 
You could not see a cloud, because 
      No cloud was in the sky: 
No birds were flying overhead — 
      There were no birds to fly. 
 
The Walrus and the Carpenter 
      Were walking close at hand; 
They wept like anything to see 
      Such quantities of sand: 
If this were only cleared away,' 
      They said, it would be grand!' 
 
If seven maids with seven mops 
      Swept it for half a year, 
Do you suppose,' the Walrus said, 
      That they could get it clear?' 
I doubt it,' said the Carpenter, 
      And shed a bitter tear. 
 
O Oysters, come and walk with us!' 
      The Walrus did beseech. 
A pleasant walk, a pleasant talk, 
      Along the briny beach: 
We cannot do with more than four, 
      To give a hand to each.' 
 
The eldest Oyster looked at him, 
      But never a word he said: 
The eldest Oyster winked his eye, 
      And shook his heavy head — 
Meaning to say he did not choose 
      To leave the oyster-bed. 
 
But four young Oysters hurried up, 



      All eager for the treat: 
Their coats were brushed, their faces washed, 
      Their shoes were clean and neat — 
And this was odd, because, you know, 
      They hadn't any feet. 
 
Four other Oysters followed them, 
      And yet another four; 
And thick and fast they came at last, 
      And more, and more, and more — 
All hopping through the frothy waves, 
      And scrambling to the shore. 
 
The Walrus and the Carpenter 
      Walked on a mile or so, 
And then they rested on a rock 
      Conveniently low: 
And all the little Oysters stood 
      And waited in a row. 
 
The time has come,' the Walrus said, 
      To talk of many things: 
Of shoes — and ships — and sealing-wax — 
      Of cabbages — and kings — 
And why the sea is boiling hot — 
      And whether pigs have wings.' 
 
But wait a bit,' the Oysters cried, 
      Before we have our chat; 
For some of us are out of breath, 
      And all of us are fat!' 
No hurry!' said the Carpenter. 
      They thanked him much for that. 
 
A loaf of bread,' the Walrus said, 
      Is what we chiefly need: 
Pepper and vinegar besides 
      Are very good indeed — 
Now if you're ready, Oysters dear, 
      We can begin to feed.' 
 
But not on us!' the Oysters cried, 
      Turning a little blue. 
After such kindness, that would be 
      A dismal thing to do!' 
The night is fine,' the Walrus said. 
      Do you admire the view? 
 
It was so kind of you to come! 
      And you are very nice!' 



The Carpenter said nothing but 
      Cut us another slice: 
I wish you were not quite so deaf — 
      I've had to ask you twice!' 
 
It seems a shame,' the Walrus said, 
      To play them such a trick, 
After we've brought them out so far, 
      And made them trot so quick!' 
The Carpenter said nothing but 
      The butter's spread too thick!' 
 
I weep for you,' the Walrus said: 
      I deeply sympathize.' 
With sobs and tears he sorted out 
      Those of the largest size, 
Holding his pocket-handkerchief 
      Before his streaming eyes. 
 
O Oysters,' said the Carpenter, 
      You've had a pleasant run! 
Shall we be trotting home again?' 
      But answer came there none — 
And this was scarcely odd, because 
      They'd eaten every one." 
 
4. Lord Alfred Douglas (1870-1945) 
 
“Two Loves” 
I dreamed I stood upon a little hill, 
And at my feet there lay a ground, that seemed 
Like a waste garden, flowering at its will 
With buds and blossoms. There were pools that dreamed 
Black and unruffled; there were white lilies 
A few, and crocuses, and violets 
Purple or pale, snake-like fritillaries 
Scarce seen for the rank grass, and through green nets 
Blue eyes of shy peryenche winked in the sun. 
And there were curious flowers, before unknown, 
Flowers that were stained with moonlight, or with shades 
Of Nature’s willful moods; and here a one 
That had drunk in the transitory tone 
Of one brief moment in a sunset; blades 
Of grass that in an hundred springs had been 
Slowly but exquisitely nurtured by the stars, 
And watered with the scented dew long cupped 
In lilies, that for rays of sun had seen 
Only God’s glory, for never a sunrise mars 
The luminous air of Heaven. Beyond, abrupt, 
A grey stone wall, o’ergrown with velvet moss 



Uprose; and gazing I stood long, all mazed 
To see a place so strange, so sweet, so fair. 
And as I stood and marvelled, lo! across 
The garden came a youth; one hand he raised 
To shield him from the sun, his wind-tossed hair 
Was twined with flowers, and in his hand he bore 
A purple bunch of bursting grapes, his eyes 
Were clear as crystal, naked all was he, 
White as the snow on pathless mountains frore, 
Red were his lips as red wine-spilith that dyes 
A marble floor, his brow chalcedony. 
And he came near me, with his lips uncurled 
And kind, and caught my hand and kissed my mouth, 
And gave me grapes to eat, and said, ‘Sweet friend, 
Come I will show thee shadows of the world 
And images of life. See from the South 
Comes the pale pageant that hath never an end.’ 
And lo! within the garden of my dream 
I saw two walking on a shining plain 
Of golden light. The one did joyous seem 
And fair and blooming, and a sweet refrain 
Came from his lips; he sang of pretty maids 
And joyous love of comely girl and boy, 
His eyes were bright, and ’mid the dancing blades 
Of golden grass his feet did trip for joy; 
And in his hand he held an ivory lute 
With strings of gold that were as maidens’ hair, 
And sang with voice as tuneful as a flute, 
And round his neck three chains of roses were. 
But he that was his comrade walked aside; 
He was full sad and sweet, and his large eyes 
Were strange with wondrous brightness, staring wide 
With gazing; and he sighed with many sighs 
That moved me, and his cheeks were wan and white 
Like pallid lilies, and his lips were red 
Like poppies, and his hands he clenched tight, 
And yet again unclenched, and his head 
Was wreathed with moon-flowers pale as lips of death. 
A purple robe he wore, o’erwrought in gold 
With the device of a great snake, whose breath 
Was fiery flame: which when I did behold 
I fell a-weeping, and I cried, ‘Sweet youth, 
Tell me why, sad and sighing, thou dost rove 
These pleasent realms? I pray thee speak me sooth 
What is thy name?’ He said, ‘My name is Love.’ 
Then straight the first did turn himself to me 
And cried, ‘He lieth, for his name is Shame, 
But I am Love, and I was wont to be 
Alone in this fair garden, till he came 
Unasked by night; I am true Love, I fill 



The hearts of boy and girl with mutual flame.’ 
Then sighing, said the other, ‘Have thy will, 
I am the love that dare not speak its name.’ 
 

 


