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several times, verbally as well as visually, but Morris never complained directly
in any extant correspondence about Rossetti’s behavior, or that of his wife.

In sections 11, 12, and 13—“A Glimpse of the Coming Day,” “Meeting the
War Machine,” and “The Story’s Ending,” appear some of Morris’s finest
lyrical invocations of the beauty of earth and hope for its betterment. The three
English revolutionaries arrive in Paris, and witness the people’s joyful celebra-
tions of liberation by the Communards. The youthful Wordsworth’s earlier
exultation at the French Revolution, “Good was it in that day to be alive/ But to
be young was very heaven”!! echoes not only in Richard’s more plain-spoken
certainty that “that day at last of all days I knew what life was worth,/ I say that I
saw [the coming day] now, real, solid and at hand,” but also in the pain of
pastoral remembrance and kindred hopes for his beloved land which follow.

All three characters work to exhaustion: Richard’s wife “wears the brancard
of the ambulence-women,” and Arthur “as in all he did,/ Showed a cheerful
ready talent that nowise might be hid; And . . . hurt the pride of no man.”
Inevitably, however, the narration approaches the Commune’s final fall:

. . many a thing we learned, but we learned not how to
prevail
O’er the brutal war-machine, the ruthless grinder of
bale; . . ..
It drew on nearer and nearer, and we ’gan to look to the end—
We three, at least—and our lives began with death to blend;
Though we were long a-dying. . . .

In one characteristic skirmish, his wife suddenly turns to him with an unexpect-
edly deep, intimate look:

. . straight she looked upon me with such lovely, friendly
eyes
Of the days gone by and remembered, that up from my heart ’gan
rise
The choking sobbing passion. . . .

It is her last gaze, for she suddenly turns with him in shocked horror to see “a
man who was running and crouching, stagger and fall.” As they both run to the
dying Arthur, Richard is wounded and his wife is killed.

. . . thereafter as [Arthur and Richard’s wife] lay
Both dead on the litter together, . . . folk who knew not us,

11. William Wordsworth, The Prelude, ed. Carlos Baker (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and
Winston, 1954), 392.
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But were moved by seeing the twain so fair and so piteous,
Took them for husband and wife who were fated there to die,
Or, it may be lover and lover indeed—but what know I?

Richard thus preserves his empathy and respect into death, a pattern reminiscent
of earlier Morris narratives such as the 1856 “Story of the Unknown Church”
and the 1858 “Concerning Geoffray Teste Noire.” The deaths of Arthur and
Richard’s wife here are part of a general hecatomb, of course, and the wounded
Richard is extraordinarily fortunate that he later survives the Commune’s fall.
Well aware of this, Richard pleads with a nurturant Earth to remember these
unrecognized heroes “of the latter days,” as he returns to England to raise his
son, whom he will try to infuse with his own ideals, and prepare for the new
revolution to come. Like the “old Frenchman” of his youth, he will now
preserve the Communards’ memory, and that of his friends— “Their life was thy
deliverance, O Earth, and for thee they fought— . . . and we were a part of it all,
the beginning of the end.” In the poem’s final section, “The Story’s Ending,”
Morris pleads with the poem’s Commonweal audience to revere the memory of
the Communards in their turn, and reenact their deeds:

Amid them shall spring up the story. . . .

Year after year shall men meet with the red flag over head,

And shall call on the help of the vanquished and the kindness
of the dead.

The Pilgrims of Hope thus provides a stoic as well as millenarian response to
obvious questions of catastrophic failure and loss. Morris was well aware that
socialism could not survive many moral “victories” such as the crushing of the
Paris Commune, and he disdained palliation. In “L’Envoi” to The Earthly
Paradise he had defended the poem’s confessional honesty as a faithful rendition
of his own weaknesses, and in the early 1870s, he turned away from an enormous
potential audience for his narratives when he no longer felt himself able to
express his deepest preoccupations honestly in his poetry.12 His answer to the
question “How long?” mixed fatalism about our personal and collective inade-
quacies with belief in communal ideals that make it possible, for a time at least,
to transcend them. Recurrent estrangements between men and women, in partic-
ular, seemed to Morris part of the natural order: in a familiar passage in News
from Nowhere, Hammond notes that in the new society “We do not deceive
ourselves, indeed, or believe that we can get rid of all the trouble that besets the
dealings between the sexes.”13 In a 1886 letter to Burne-Jones, the fifty-two-

12. See my The Design of ‘The Earthly Paradise’ (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 1989),
383-84.
13. CW, 16:57.
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year-old Morris expressed briefly a desire to be “twenty years younger,” so that
he could serve more vigorously the cause of socialism, but added that then “there
would be the Female complication somewhere. Best as it is after all.”14

Morris thus blended personal and psychological acceptance of loss with his
utopian communism: our private lives are troubled by inevitable forms of
personal alienation, but we are all the more urgently advised therefore to seek
new social orders to mitigate them. Salvation may recede before us, but our
deepest glimpses of it are communal. To Freud’s claim that “civilization”
(“Kultur”) is founded on repression of pleasurable instincts, Morris would have
countered that what needs sublimation are not “instincts,” especially sexual
ones, but the possessiveness of destructive self-pity. In the language of Social-
ism: Its Growth and Outcome: “socialistic religion would be that higher form of
conscience that would impel us to actions on behalf of a future of the race, such
as no man [sic] could command in his ordinary moods.” !5

Another familiar tenet of the “socialistic religion” that Morris tried sincerely
to live was the injunction, expressed in Socialism: Its Growth and Outcome, that
marriage be based on “mutual inclination and affection, an association termina-
ble at the will of either party. It is easy to see how great the gain would be to
morality and sentiment in this change. . . . There would be no vestige of
reprobation weighing on the dissolution of one tie and the forming of another.”16
Richard, the narrator of Pilgrims, did not “own” his wife’s attachment, and
could not blame her therefore for its loss. Threats of death had not been easy for
either of them to face—““no hatred of life, thou knowest, O Earth mid the bullets
I bore—" but adherence to this sexual ethic may have been for Richard an even
more difficult test. He passed both, and survived with his integrity and idealism
intact.

Richard’s personal struggles thus recapitulate the poem’s basic theme—that
revolutionary commitment is deepened by tragic loss. A more psychologically
detailed examination of the hero’s struggle for emotional equilibrium would be
desirable, but might have seemed inappropriate for a poem designed to illustrate
political themes for a Commonweal audience. As it is, Richard’s clear-sighted
response to marital loss reinforces his stature as a poetic hero who achieves that
tenuous equilibrium in his personal as well as political life, despite his personal
inadequacies, (relative) poverty, and vulnerability to political oppression.

In an essay on “The Lesser Arts,” Morris advised artists to seek instruction in
both “Nature and History,” and Pilgrims of Hope, like his other socialist
writings, conveys an equal sense of both these poles of human experience.

14. Philip Henderson, ed., The Letters of William Morris to His Family and Friends (London:
Longmans, 1950), 248.

15. Bax and Morris, Socialism: Its Growth and Outcome, 298-99.

16. Ibid., 299-300.
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Morris’s socialist writings are not simplistically didactic, and they seldom
employ the detailed characterization of realistic fiction, but they do explore
recurrent psychological and historical cycles of utopian and tragic experience.
Their primary aim is usually not detailed analysis of an unjust system or
advocacy of revolutionary doctrine, but re-creation of the underlying motives
of communist belief and endeavor. Again and again, Pilgrims contrasts lyrical
evocations of benign nature and unpossessive love with sharp, ironic accounts of
mundane corruption and viciousness, and the alternations deny facile retreats
into private tranquility. The sympathetic reader of Pilgrims of Hope and Morris’s
other socialist romances is caught again and again in renewed cycles of commu-
nal effort, and suspension or failure of each cycle suggests the need once again to
redeem past experience within another. In Pilgrims of Hope, as in all of Morris’s
most serious art, this balance of interior vision and historical reality provides
evidence that struggle and resistance within these cycles may yet achieve some of
our deepest human purposes.
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