
































xx Introduction 

rival lover, he asks if he is 'wedded to death'. She 
responds by singing the rival lover's song about 'sharp 
sword and death'. She laughs in Hallbiorn's face, 
knowing that his sharp sword must kill her and that 
her family wi1\ then, in turn, avenge her death. After 
slayi ng her and fleeing with his fri ends who ask where 
they'll lay their heads fo r sleep, he answers: 'under the 
S[Qnes of the waste.'· When attacked, he slays three of 
the avengers before his foot is smote off by the rival 
lover. But sti ll standing, he staggers on foot and 
stump towards the sun where he slays two more 
avengers. With Hallbiorn dead at last, but Hallgerd 
dead as well, the rival lover sails for the Greenland 
snow where his lifeless soul may feel at home in the 
cold. Each character is a powerless victim of the 
triangular love force. 

The thi rd poem, 'Echoes from Lov e's House', 
reduces love to a personified abstraction, the subject 
of a rhetorical debate between positive and negative 
views of love. With each couplet composed of a claim 
for love followed by its echoing denial, the poem nOt 
only prepares us for the divergent sentiments of the 
collection. Its unreconcilable views of love, presented 
in a manner so self-consciously rhetorical, leave the 
poet silenced on such personal matters, thus preparing 
us for his turn from exploring identity through love to 
establishing identity through art. 

The fourth poem is a ballad whose style is most like 
the less psycho logically personal poems of The 
Defence of Guenevere volume. 'The Burghers' Battle' 
presents stark but evocative images of farmers riding 
to war, thei r spears and emblematic banners held 
high. They imagine the dogs dozing, the birds chatter-
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ing with the church chimes, their wives no longer 
waiting for them, as the battle they once anticipated 
with heroic dreams of glory will bt forgonen. This 
discourse on the futility and folly of war is negated in 
the next ballad, 'The Ha ll of the Wood'. Thi s 
medieval ballad bea rs more in common with the all· 
for·the-cause ideology of Chants for Sodlliist5. It tells 
of a burgher's return to his rural home where he leads 
a war against the corrupt king and lords. Its link with 
the Chants is established in the next poem, 'The Day 
of Days', wherein the cause itself beStOwS the crown. 

'The Muse of the Nonh', with its invocation to the 
inspirat ional muse, is a conventional introductory 
poem. Its placement at this point in the collection, 
long after we have already been introd uced 10 the 
northern muse, demonstrates what J. W. Mackail 
called the 'studied disarrangement' of the poems (Life 
o f Wilfiam Mo rris, 1899). Th e muse is thus 
dissociated from any specific agenda other than the 
o ne that tran scends all others: the importance o f 
singing songs, telling tales. and making pictures. By 
reminding us that the arrival of the 'day of days' may 
depend upon our re-evaluation of history, it links the 
large group of Icelandic poems with the nearly equally 
large group of Socialist poems. The northern muse 
insists that bttween wrong and pity, bttween love and 
death, lies hope. However deep our sorrow remains 
for the dead, it has fa iled to stain the greatness o f 
souls that shine through the tangled world. The muse 
is mother, sister, and love, but again, rather than 
personal love, this love is a communal empathy that 
enables the selfish individual to share the concerns of 
others. To be embraced by the nonhern muse is to be 
wrapped in the 'grief of long ago'. But, as already 
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seen in 'Of the Wooing of Hallbiorn the Strong', none 
of the grief is sentimentalized; the stark brutality of 
the Northern ballads challenges Morri s's own 
romantic vision of heritage and culture. 

Sti ll another inuod uctory poem is ' Iceland First 
Seen'. On his voyage to the frontier of the new world, 
Morris, like Tennyson in 'Ti mbuctoo', is uneasy about 
seeing the new world of old legend as a physica l 
geography. (He may also have had in mind a varia· 
tion of Keats' sonnet on Chapman's H omer.) The 
voyager wonders why this land is so alluring? What 
has the voyager come to see? Not so much the land 
itself, but its long-lived tale, its undy ing glory of 
dreams. With its toothed rocks, scarred by streams, is 
this a land created by God or a mythology created by 
artists? Hoping to envision the world of heroic tales, 
the voyager finds an Iceland of people who epitomize 
the conditi on of the lite rary heroes of the sagas: 
victims of fate but clinging to hope as dreamers of 
paradise. 

If Iceland is unchanged from a thousand years ago, 
England, as shown in the Socialist poems, has deteri­
orated. 'The Message of the March Wind' is typical 
of the poems Morris wrote to be chanted as 
inspiriting hymns at political meetings. The contrast 
between the idyllic pastoral scene and the sordid city 
scene serves a nu mber of purposes. First, nature 
provides a model that inspires the downtrodden to 
reject their own condition as universal. The poem 
begins wi th the countryside awaken ing from the 
winter with the reborn eyes of a lover. Hope rises as 
mysteriously and as powerfully as love. Like the seed 
beneath the snow and the babe within the womb, 'so 
the hope of the people now buddeth and groweth'. 
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Socia l revolutio n is as nat ural as seasonal 
regeneration. Second, nature inspires the down­
trodden to envision a better world, rather than covet 
the luxury of the privi leged rich. Obsessed with 
k~ping the poor submerged in blackened squalor, the 
rich remain themselves oblivious to the eanh's beauty. 
The discord found in the city between the depraved 
rich a nd the wretc hed poor is contrasted by the 
harmony envisioned between farm and village, fiddler 
and dance r, innkee per and guest, and ' lover a nd 
lover', Yet, as the 'straw from the ox-yard is blowing 
about' and the weather vane sways in uncertain 
di rections, the vortex of inevitable change is rising 
and swirling across the land so that the pastoral scene 
of the fire warming the heanh of the inn is al once the 
envisioned fulfillment of desire and the promise that 
'tomorrow's uprising to deeds' begins here with 'the 
shuffling of feet' to ' the fiddle r's old tune'. 

Morris wrote the forerunner of his Socialist poems, 
'Wake, London Lads', in 1877 for the first assembly 
of the Eastern Question Association, described by its 
organizer Henry Broadhurst as the 'first occasion on 
which music and si nging were introduced at a 
political meeting' (Henry Broadhurst, MP. 1901). 
Morris, however, would be the first to dismiss the 
claim, reject ing above all so narrow a definition of a 
politica l meeting. As well, a politica l poem may 
extend beyond the Socialist chants to include not only 
such ballads as 'The Folk-Mote by the River' (wherein 
a rebel urges his rural village community to continue 
resisting the Earl who lords over them), but such 
Verses for Pictures as 'The Woodpecker' (wherein the 
king has become a scavenging thief) and 'The Flower 
Orchard' (wherein the worm weaned on the mulberry 
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leafage provides a silk garden with appl e boughs 
woven in a peasant's swehering COt). 

'Verses for PiclUres' introduces the one group of 
poems that stands sequentially together as an integral 
section. The introduC[ory poem begins with 'Day' 
heralding the audience to awaken and arise with the 
world's tale. The cyclical progression from the spring 
day to the winter night passes through the summer's 
wearisome bliss, which is too much taken for granted, 
to the winter's peaceful sleep, which may threaten 
with oblivion. The day's tale is subsumed by the 
night's silence of unsaid thoughts, a silence celebrated 
here as the realm of hope and of rest found amidst 
those idle, random, unarticulated thoughts that offer 
the promise of a wonderfully ordered tale. 

A s imilar sce na r io is threatening rathe r than 
promising in the next poem, 'For the Bria r Rose'. 
Where no hand stirs the stillness and no voice breaks 
the silence, all remain aslup as passive lives with no 
co ntro\. Fate may inte rvene but is not even 
anticipated. ' Another for the Briar Rose' is an 
apostrophe to the rose that seduces us to dream of 
rest instead of love. A world that chooses war risks 
succ umbing to the weary lot os dreams of rest, 
forsaking the ideals of love. Yet such silence proves 
the world must change: their eyes and lips and si lence 
are the signs that light and life are not lost to this dark 
world of strife and corruption. 'The Woodpecker' 
continues this political shift from love to art. Morris 
democratizes Qvid's myth of CiTce spitefully turning 
the king into a bird for refusing her love. The king's 
appearance as a lowly thief in pursuit of its prey is not 
a physical transformation but rather a revelation of 
the king's true nature. 
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Some of the Concrete Narratives are among the 
most intr iguing poems of the collection. A 
comparison o f the Concrete Narrative 'Meeting in 
Winter' with its abstract counterpart is inStruClive. 
'Meeting in Winter' is the narrative bedfellow of the 
abstract lyric 'Spring's Bedfellow'. In the abstract 
lyric, spring and sorrow are lovers who beget earthly 
bliss. Spring is credited with the regenerative power 
to transform sorrow. In the second poem, when love 
and loneliness meet in winter, love can console but not 
transform life. Moreover, the transformation of li fe in 
spring was no more than an alleged amnion, while 
the consolation through love in winter is effectively 
demonstrated. The word 'round' is repeated until it 
emerges as the controlling image, turning from 'round 
about' the beloved's lips to ' wrapped about' in the 
wheeled chariot of time. Life's journey is depicted not 
as linear and chronological but as cycli ca l and 
topological. South yields to north, tomb yields to 
womb, the kiss of death 's mistress yields to the kiss of 
love, as the lovers pass through death's burning hall to 
enlighten the night with their love. 

'Th under in the Garden' is equally intriguing. It is a 
powerful ballad that exemplifies Morris's recurring 
concern with the walled garden and the nature o f 
paradise, the word 'paradise' o riginating from the 
Persian word for 'walled garden'. The ballad begins 
with the speaker remembering a romantic affair as 
' the end ing of wrong', when their love made the 
world seem heavenly. The lovers' passions grow as 
the sprin g afternoon turn s storm y. But the 
recogni tion t hat ex tern al nat ure se rves as a 
metaphorical reflection of the characters' inner nature 
does little to explain the complexity of this poem. 
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For instance, do they love once or love twice? Their 
passions firs t explode when the storm suddenly strikes 
dark 'e'en as the night,! When first brake out our love 
li ke the storm'. Here in the seventh stanza th ey 
embrace and kiss for the first time. But with the 
Storm subsiding and the light returning, the beloved's 
smile replaces her passionate tears. As the twO lovers 
stroll through the garden, 'earth's fragrance went with 
her', the li ly wetting her arm, the roses joining the 
lilies. Purity is thus linked with passion, as the lover, 
the beloved, and the earth are at one with each other. 
By the end of the poe m, the love rs clearly 
consummate their love, but do so now in contraSt to 
the dying thunder, the cooling blossoms, and the 
darkening house. 

Will the dark house of the world be enlightened by 
their love, turning the world heavenly? Or is the rest 
of the world dark and cold in comparison to their 
love, th e blossoms paling in compariso n to the 
warmth the lovers find in each other? The question 
may be the wrong one to ask. While other poems 
may dwell on the subjective nature of perception ('On 
the Edge of the Wilderness' suggests that paradise 
may become a wilderness without love, or alterna­
tively, that love may render paradise as the hellish 
edge of death), 'Thunder in the Garden' turns from 
the personal to the public by contrasting the garden 
with the house, the natural with the soc ial order, 
wherein personal perception is suppressed by social 
decorum. The thunderous and lightning passions of 
the lovers are but gleams of expression amidst the 
dusk and darkness, their powerful love suppressed by 
the mannered smiles of social decorum. The poem 
may fi rst appear to be brea king through the restrictive 
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cod~ of social conv~ntions, but its adherenc~ to the 
literary conventions of its genre denie} such rel~ase: 
the cyclica l structure and tragic ending of conven­
tional ballads remind us that we are engaged her~ 
wi th a memory: ' ) rem~mber', ' ) ca ll back.' The 
powe r of thi s ba llad li~s in what is los t, in th e 
recollection of lost love. The tragic ending is here left 
unsaid : th~ beSt of life is lost in th~ past. 

'The Two Sides of the River' is another Concrete 
Narrative with non~ of the physical brutality found in 
the Sca ndinavian poems. The reu nion of separated 
lov~rs is promised. and a tragic ~nding is only implied. 
The lovers' prolonged separation by a metaphorical 
river's ever-wid~ning gulf is accentuated by the StruC­
tural division of the poem into odd- and even-lined 
stanzas narrated by youths and by maidens r~spec­
tively. The youth's lam~nta tion over being separated 
for so long is countered by the maiden's anticipation 
of b~ing reunited soon. As the youth laments the 
wintry snow, t he king's war, the spring rain , the 
summer toil, th~ long road. the long night, and finally 
the long day tha t in success ion prolongs th ei r 
separation, the maiden assens her fai th that all shall 
pus. Yet the last three stanzas of the poem may be 
denying their reunion, as the hours turn 10 years, the 
day returns to night, and th~ poem can only return to 
the white winter of its origi n. The youth now yearns 
to die, concluding that life is tOO long to bear without 
his beloved maiden: '0 day so longed for, would that 
thou wen gone.' 

As the maiden observes the light failing, the imagery 
suggests how difficult it has been to remain joyful. 
fearless, and patient in th~ anticipation of a love that 
is nevcr fulfill ed . The maid~n dies with t he 
consolation thar her li fe is blessed, not with th~ 
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personal fulfillment of love, hut 'blesse<1 for the tab 
it told to thee and me', tales sung here by a chnrus of 
youths and maidens. 

One more Concrete Narrative that must he singled 
out is 'A Garden by the Sea'. May Morris tells liS that 
this 'lovely lyric ... was a favourite with the poet 
himself'. Described by J. W. Macbil as 'onc of the 
most haunting and exquisitely finished of :111 his lyrics' 
(11 , 272), it has anrllcted more critical attention than 
the rest of the volume, yet lllOSt of ;tS critics have read 
it as 'The Nymph's Sting 10 Hylas', a title derived 
from anthologists unaware of the revisions Morris 
made in the third and fourlh stanus long after its 
initial appearance twenty-fou r years earlier in the 
fourth hook of T/I/: Life alld Death of Jason. T. S. 
Eliot anticipates in 192 1 the agenda of the new critics 
when he compa res Morris 's 'Nymph's Song' with 
Andrew Marvell's 'Nymph and the Fawn'. Eliot notes 
Morris's indecisive focus, 'the vagueness of allusion ... 
to some indefinite person, form, or phantom .... The 
effect of Morris's eh:uming poem depends upon the 
mistiness of the feeling and the vagueness of its object, 
the effect of Marvell's upon its bright, hard precision.' 
In the verses of Marvell, Eliot finds the 'suggestiveness 
of true poetry'. But 'the verses of Morris, which are 
nothing if not an attempt to suggest, really suggest 
nothing'. Eliot would thus have us concl ude thal 
Morris's verses, because they do nor deal 'with Ihat 
inexhaustive and terrible rebuke of emotion which 
su rrounds all our exact and practical pauions', are 
1I0t 'true poetr y' (TLS, 3 1 March 192 1; Sclcctc(/ 
f,s$(lYs 19 17-1932). Another crilie dcfcllds Morri5 
with :Ill :lnti-critical argument : 'The world or Mnrri.', 
pocm ... ap pe:l rs to h:lv e nl) 1lH' (lllill g or l)recl 'fI 
8yrnholic value'; allY atlempl In :In:llY1.e the l>Oem, 
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Andrew RUlherford concludcs, only emph :uizes ils 
weaknesses and destroys ils charm (F.:tpltcat"" M:m.:h 
1956). 

But the poem can be defended both as a sont; from 
)asoll and as a poem fro m Poems by the Way. Wil hin 
rhe cOnlext of )05011 it should be read as an intcgral 
segment in Ihe series of juxtapositions thar comprise 
Book IV, entitled 'The quest begun'. The nymph's 
song of rest is contrasted with Orpheus's song of the 
quest (11. 109- 70). Orpheus appeals 10 the ambilious 
worker. He sings of the hearry, Ihe defianl, the 
immorta l. The nymph appeals to Ihe conlented 
sleeper. She sings of the dreaming, Ihe passive, rhe 
vague slare of oblivion. T he two songs represent a 
gain and a loss for the Argon:lIl!s. At the first island 
they pick up an islander who leaves Ihe land in search 
of a life of aClive commitment. At the second island 
they lose a sailor who oplS for a passive submission to 
slumher. 

When Ihe se:l -nymph promises 10 'soOfhe lliyla sl 
wirh sortie genrle murmurinll song ' (569), H ylas 
aSS(' IIIS, :lnd thereupon turns from amhitions for the 
futu re In ntl51AIIJiu for Ihe prelenl which he imagines 
10 he Already recedhlll huo Ihe pnl l : 

'SIIlg nn,' he , nld , 'bul lel me dream of hliss 
If I . hould . ICIII), nur ),ell fotgel Ihl. kin.' 
She IOUChlld hi. lip. with hll ll, /l nd then he~ :Hl 
A , weel ."ny ' U!1 ij 110110 /I"Y man. (573- 6) 

Tht .!III" ' h, I lnN. I. m."nt to 'lIh"t Il ylu Tnther 1IIIIn 
sllr 111101 , It I. mlll nl to CUI I'Iyl ... Into 11 dee p . Ietl! 
tn which h, will h, 'qulGk 10 lo.e whll l ll l1 man ."k', 

Ilul 11 u t, '"l , .. dlnl of Ih" . 0118 on h. flwn, III 11 
wu rdlll , d III PO,III S 1, '1 Ih, \'VII )" tnu l. Ih , 
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murmming threats that emerge from beneath the 
gentle surface. 'A Garden by the Sea' presents an 
image of paradise as the walled garden increasingly 
threatened by the flooding sea. The seductive imagery 
of the fir st three stanzas obscures the narore of this 
paradise whose forbidden fruit grows beyond reach, 
Its nature is foreshadowed in the first stanza by the 
speaker's grammatica l fall from the declarative 'I 
know' to the subjunctive 'I would .. .if I might', The 
imagery arouses suspicion in the second stanza as 'no 
birds sing', 'no pillared house is there', and neither 
blossoms nor fruit grace the bare apple-boughs. The 
allusion to Keats' 'L1 Belle Dame Sans Merci' reminds 
us that a dream of an illusive ideal can destroy such 
re;11 tlclig ht s of life as the beauty of the spr ing 
hlossnms and the nourishing full granary of autumn 
(ruit, With the sea murmuring its ceaseless whispers 
(If tllorrality, the fall is completed as paradise is lost in 
the past with time forever passing. The speaker has 
suffered a visibly physical fall from his wish to 
'wfl1lder' blissfully with a lover in the first Stanza to 
hi ~ 't ot1crilll;' t:rievollsly alone with the 'un forgotten 
(flce once seen, once kissed, once reh from me' in the 
hi ~ ! ~ lfIn 1. Il , 1'IH::ldise is revealed to be not a presence 
hI!! Il U /l h ~lJncc. the ultimate release from life through 
dell \h , Wlu.:n life is reduced ' to ::l memory of what is 
InNI, thul1 tllu 11ll rdcu·elosc 1)(:<:0I11 e5 but a grave, 

The fl.! _t of /'umu$ by the Way ha s escaped the 
il1 ll tltllll !Y II t ll t\dh1tlS o ( 'A G:lTde n by the Sea' :' 
C l1d Oll 8ly, ,JIJ /1/I ' ~ 1/), tlJ/l \V(/)' is Morris's most 
I1cll l(o\: t(:(1 hOOkt tt(I ~ tIt {l y hllS hcen made of the poetry 
11111'111 11 rh l.! 1)IUt 100 yU!'Irll 8lne\1 the initial reviews. 
AIHI .1I t! r(lYltlw ~ wtl r ll Utl lt tlr lllly po si tiv e. The 
o ll trl1 d Ott Wf1~ rrnI8(!(1 rOr Its concrete pictoria l 

IIII1 ~ tt lt tl o tl t\ .I{ 'llOe ri clI l .HHrll tiv e' (llIlIstrated 
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London NeUJs, 9 Janu:l ry IN92); for Ihe strenglh and 
subslance dcrivetl from Socialism :In<l lhe 'vigour and 
glo ry' derived from Norse cuhure (A cademy, 27 
Febru:lrY 11:192); for ils evidence Ihal Ihe aUlhor's 
poelic lemper h;I5 ' rneliuw('d :I nd perfected' with age 
(Actl,e,lI/cI/m, 12 Mnrch 1892); and for ils relurn to 
Morris's 'earlleu , divinesl epoch' wilh s ubtl e 
CllenCllere·like poems 'full uf Ihe r:lre bewilchmenr' 
of painful lx-aulY (Arena, June 1892). Guencverean 
poems, Norse narra li ves, SocialiSI chanlS: Ihe critical 
r«eprion 10 Ihe virluosi lY demollslraled in "oem$ by 
the \Voy made Morris a fronl runller for Ihe office of 
Ihe poel bure:ue, despile his havi ng <levoled mOSI of 
Ihe paSI decatle 10 inl l' rl0 r decor tuing and polilieal 
1«lUring. 

'Goldilocks ami Goldi1ocks' is Ihe o nly other poem 
Ihal has sl irred any (rl lie:11 debule. However, il lOO 
ha s engcnder ed o nl y Irlfl lng and misleading 
co mmenla ry. Even May Mords, sli ll the most 
indispensa ble scholllr On Morris', work, is :11 fault 
here. Her acceplllnce of. 810ry !Old by Emery Walker 
has contribuled 10 Ihe mylh o( Mo rris as a hasty 
scribhler; 

'Coldilocks !llId .oldllock, ' dropped off the end of 
his pen in Ihi, wllyr durhl!; Ihe prinllng of " oelllS by 
the \V(l ), Emtry W/llker welll In 10 my f:uher·s study 
and heMd Ih,u Ihe voluI11e Wl\. 1111 SCI Il l) and only 
madc Sf) lII (w y 11.1111'111 It will lOO Ihin, and Farher :1 
linle 1I00h('(c(11 lie IlIolIl;hl Ihey 'cou ld "01 ch;IIl;c 
twO t,:uinclu for Ih "I', They palled :11111 Walker 
ca me ill w dlnnl't flu! •• me IIi8111, nlld aflerwards 
my falller Inldl 'Now I' ll rrad you wh:ll "vc wrilten 
10 fill 0111 Ihe book', IIl1d forthwilll challled Ihis 
prclly fnlry -poem o f lI e!l rly 700 lilies 10 hi s 
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wondering and amused crony' (Collected Works, 
IX). 

Walker's story is next appropriated and embellished 
by W. B. Years, who laughed when he heard that 
George Moore had called 'Goldilocks and Goldilocks' 
a perfect poem: 

When I was down with William Morris at 
Kelmscott, in came the printer's devil and said, 
'Excuse me, Mr Morris, but there a re two blank 
pages at the end of your book of poems which we'd 
like filled in'. And Morris said, 'Excuse me, Yeats!' 
and with his left hand he scratched in that nonsense 
about Goldilocks, and that's what Moore gave you 
as perfect poetry. 

WiUiam S. Peterson, in his scholarly Kelmscott Press: 
A History of Wifliam Morris's Typographical 
Adventure (1991), includes detailed information on 
the printing of Poems by the Way, but his conclusion 
that 'Coldi locks and Coldilocks' was written 'espe· 
cially for it on 20 May 189 1' must be derived from a 
conflation of these stories with the following letter 
from Morris to Ceorgiana Burne-Jones. dated 20 May 
1891: ' I am writing a short narrative poem to top up 
my new book with. My wig! but it is garrulous: I 
can't help it, the short lines and my recol1ections lead 
me on.' 

The facts are tha! Morris wrote to Ceorgiana on 
May 20 about the trouble he was having with the 
composition of the last poem for his new collection. 
The printing of Poems by the Way did not commence 
until July. Completed on 24 September, the printed 
pages were sent then for binding so that the book was 
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published on 20 October. Morris was a meticulous 
craftsman who wrote several drafts fo r even the 
simplest of his verses. The 'garrulous' poem that was' 
'leading him on' in May did not 'drop off the end of 
his pen' in a single day. Two long drafts of the poem 
survive. the fi rst in pencil and incomplete. Future 
critics will want to consider what Morris means in his 
le[(er by 'recollections ' and relate it to Ihe narrative 
framework of Ihe poem wherein Goldilocks is asked 
in (he beginning to 'come back with a tale .. . to tell' 
and returns years later with a past that is 'as a tale 
gone past' but with a future that 'shall bel Of [he 
merry lale' itself. In the meantime, the myth of the 
scribbled poem should be put to rest so that the 
following lines from it - 'These words seemed spoken 
not, but writl As fool ish tales through night dreams 
flit' - will be applied to the trifling criticism rather 
than to the carefully crafted poetry. Years, for 
example. told his tale not to discredit his old idol -
Morris - but to discredit his old enemy - George 
Moo re . Moore had made fun of Yeats's dandy 
dress ing, compari ng Yeats to a n 'umbrella that 
somebody had forgonen at a picnic'. Yeats would 
later identify Morris (' who gave us all the great 
stories, Homer and the Sagas included') as among the 
four authors who moved him most (,Louis Lambert', 
London Mertury, July 1934). 

Another myth to put to rest is the notion that 
Morris crossed a river of fi re, abandoning 'foolish 
tales' in his dedication to pol itical causes. Morris 
never abandoned poetry; Poems by the Way should 
not be considered as an exception to his pol itical 

... activities nor as the last of his poetry. In his search 
I for a 'new tongue', a new language, a voice of his own 
I to articulate the desire of an age, Morris established a 
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new genre: the prose romance as a prose poem. His 
prose romances are prose poems set within the poet'S 

.own imaginary world. With this development, Morris 
is most like Shakespeare. Serious artists abandon in 
thei r maturity the themes of traged y and the 
techniques of verisimilitude for the imaginary realms 
of their own creation. What the prose romances most 
resemble - in subject, in structure, in diction, in all 
but their rhythm - is his fai ry tale of 'Goldilocks and 
Goldilocks', the poem Moore considered perfect. 
Yeats praised Morris's prose as the most beautiful he 
had ever read (,Preface', Cuchulain of Muirthemne, 
1902). To recognize the affinity of Poems by the Way 
with The Story of the Glittering Plain (189 1 I, The 
Wood Beyond the World (1894), The Well at the 
World's E.nd (1896), The Water of the Wondrous Isles 
(1897), an d The Sundering Flood (1897) is to 
acknowledge the number of major poems Morris 
produced during the last years of his life. 

David Latham 
University of Alberta, J 994 

QuotOl;on. from Ie,,~rs .,. "k~n from Norm.n k~IYin, editor, The 
CoJIKUJ wm, of WiIIi"", Mo"i" r,incetM Uni""rsity Pm •• 1'8-4 
.nd 1911. 
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