Christina Rossetti on poetry

In her introduction to her 14 sonnet sequence Monna Innominata: A Sonnet of Sonnets, Rossetti muses on all the unknown women of the past whose poetic talents never bore fruit:

Beatrice, immortalised by ‘altissimo poeta. . . cotanto amante’; Laura, celebrated by a great though an inferior bard, - have alike paid the exceptional penalty of exceptional honour, and have come down to us resplendent with charms, but (at least, to my apprehension) scant of attractiveness. 

These heroines of world-wide fame were preceded by a bevy of unnamed ladies, donne innominate, sung by a school of less conspicuous poets; and in that land and that period which gave simultaneous birth to Catholics, to Albigenses, and to Troubadours, one can imagine many a lady as sharing her lover's poetic aptitude, while the barrier between them might be one held sacred by both, yet not such as to render mutual love incompatible with mutual honour. 

Had such a lady spoken for herself, the portrait left us might have appeared more tender, if less dignified, than any drawn even by a devoted friend. Or had the Great Poetess of our own day and nation only been unhappy instead of happy, her circumstances would have invited her to bequeath to us, in lieu of the Portuguese Sonnets, an inimitable ‘donna innominata’ drawn not from fancy but from feeling, and worthy to occupy a niche beside Beatrice and Laura. 

Notes

Monna Innominata means unknown lady.

A sonnet has 14 lines, so a sonnet of sonnets is a sequence of 14 sonnets.

Beatrice, immortalised by ‘altissimo poeta. . . cotanto amante. Beatrice was the beloved of Dante, the great Italian poet, author of the epic poems Inferno, Paradiso and Purgatorio. 
Laura, celebrated by a great though an inferior bard. Laura was the beloved of a poet of ancient Italy, Petrarch, who wrote many sonnets in her honour.

Donne innominate means unknown ladies. 

…that land and that period which gave simultaneous birth to Catholics, to Albigenses, and to Troubadours. This refers to Languedoc and Provence during the Middle Ages. Albigensians were a religious sect regarded by the Catholic Church as heretical and ruthlessly suppressed. Troubadours were poets who sang of courtly love. Some of our tales of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table were partly based on this tradition.

…the Great Poetess of our own day and nation is a reference to Elizabeth Barrett Browning.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning wrote a sequence of sonnets called Sonnets from the Portuguese to her beloved, later her husband, Robert Browning, which is what Portuguese Sonnets is referring to.
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