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would give his daughter to whoever yoked a lion and a boar to a chari­

ot. Apollo yoked them and gave them to Adrnetus. He, in turn,

brought them to Pelias and received Alcesris. While performing

sacrifices at his wedding, Admerus forgot to sacrifice to Arternis. For

this reason when he opened the marriage bedroom he found it full of

coiled snakes. Apollo advised him to propitiate the goddess and asked

the Fates, when the time came for Admetus to die, to release him from

death, ifsomeone agreed to take his place. When the day appointed for

his death came, since neither his father nor his motherwished to die for

him, Alcestis died in his stead. Persephone sent her back to earth again

or, as some say,Heracles fought Pluto and sent her back to Admetus. 19

As we have seen, Morris's poem follows Apollodorus closely, but it .
avoids the last movement altogether, omitting both Persephone and
Heracles. Even ifMorris was unfamiliar with Euripides' play, he could
not have been unaware ofthe alternative positive conclusions specified
by Apollodorus. It would seem, then, that he chose to omit them.
Why?

In the notes to his edition ofApollodorus, Richard Simpson gives
an account ofwhat he seesas 'the folk-tale kernel ofthe play'," the sit..
uation in which Death is prepared to accept a substitute for the man
who is to die, but in which neither ofthe man's parents is prepared to

make the sacrifice, leaving it to his wife to do so; he also states that vari­
ants on the subject include a wrestling match between the husband
and Death. Simpson follows D. J. Conacher, whose Euripidean
Drama he quotes, in suggesting that 'The introduction of Heracles,
the outside agent, may well be a Euripidean innovation'. 2\ For
Conacher, Euripides' ending opens up 'awhole new dimension, full of

,..significant psychological and ethical possibilities';22 but does it? It is
,I surely arguable that it has the opposite effect, in leading us away from
; the central relationship ofAdmetus and Alcestis. It is that relationship
.that has been seen by critics, in my view rightly, as the emotional crux
.ofMorris's poem.

But some other aspects ofthe poem have so far perhaps been under..
emphasised. The first is what may be termed the political, the atten­
tion given at several-points in the narrative to ideas ofthe good society.
Morris's Admetus is a more admirable character than Euripides' , in
part because ofthe quality ofhis rule in Pherae. The point is clear in a
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passage already quoted:

In all things grew his wisdom and his wealth,

And folk beholding the fair state and health

Wherein his land was, said, that now at last

A fragment ofthe Golden Age was cast

Over the place, for there was no debate

And men forgot the very name ofhate.

One ofthe clearestexpressions ofthis evaluation ofAdmetus comes, in
roundabout way, in William Clyde de Vane'sA Browning Handbook
when he is discussing Browning's 1871 poem Balaustion's Adventure,
which incorporates a retelling ofEuripides' play by the eponymous
central character. De Vane remarks that 'It is quite likely ... that
Browning took a line for his own version from Morris's treatment of
the tale' .23 In Browning's version, Admetos is able to 'reign a righteous
king'. De Vane remarks that Morris's Admerus is 'a simple and indus­
trious king, kind and affectionate to his wife and family' .24 He simply
accepts his fate, recognising what Alcestis has done for him. 'Her fame
spreads through all the world, but in Morris's tale no Hercules came
andAlcestiswas not brought back to life. Ofall possible plots, Morris's
simple one does the character ofAlcestis, as well as that ofAdmetus,
most honour'. 25 Browning's poem ends with a striking deliberate
anachronism which draws attention to further Victorian interest in
the Alcestis story. Belaustion pays tribute to 'a great Kaunian paintee
who has made 'a picture of it all'; the reference is to the Brownings'
friend Frederick Leighton, who exhibited his Heracles Struggling with
Deathfor theLifeofAlcestis at the Royal Academy in 1871.

We may discern a wider version of this political concern in the
theme which J. M. S. Tompkins, in her thoughtful exposition of The
Earthly Paradise, discovers in Apollo's song quoted in full earlier in this
article. She remarks that the song is a version of a common theme of
the whole poem: 'men ignore and destroy the wide general happiness
offered by fruitful earth and natural life, and make their own restless
misery'."
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o dwellers on the lovely earth,

Why will ye break your rest and mirth

To weary us with fruitless prayer...

o fools! and ifye could but know

How fair a world to you is given.

To what a heaven the earth might grow

Iffear beneath the earth were laid,

Ifhope failed not, nor love decayed.

We can certainly see the song as an early and beautiful expression of
Morris's concern with the earth and what it might mean for humanity.
Oneofthe few early reviewerswho had been lessthan delighted by The
EarthlyParadisewhen it first appeared had been the Christian critic G.
W. Cox, writing in The Edinburgh Review in January I87!. COX
observed that 'the music of this Earthly Paradise is mournful because
it is so earthly', finding in all the tales 'the same thought that gladness
isonly gladness because it isdogged by decay and change'.27 It is indeed
true that the world that we are shown in The Earthly Paradise is one in
which fear is prominent, hope often fails, and love often decays. But it
is characteristic ofMorris to be 'earthly', as he turned away from reli­
gious consolation. At this stage ofhis life, however, he was uncertain,
searching for ways in which to negotiate the relationship between
hope and reality.This impression is consonant with Tompkins's con­
clusion, that the poem is fragmentary, not unified. The passages she
has quoted are described as 'straws on the wind ... They point forward
and back, and record the play ofthe speculative imagination rather
than an accepted conviction'. We do not know what to make of
Admerus's quest for immortality: it 'ennobles him and benefits his sub-­
jects; it also estranges him from common existence; it may also be
delusive'. Nevertheless Tompkins feels that the story contributes
something significant to the reader's awareness ofthe 'spiritual weath­
er in which The Earthly Paradise was written'. 28 The resolution of
Morris's quest was to come later, in the late romances and in Ellen's
words to Guest near the end ofNewsfromNowhere: 'The earth and the
growth of it and the life of it! IfI could but say or show how I love it!'
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Here the words actually succeed in conveying what they say cannot be
expressed; but in Apollo's song, written a decade before Morris's con­
version to Socialism, the feeling so beautifully conveyed is ofaspira­
tion rather than confidence.

Let us turn finally to aspects ofthe poems sexual politics. A passage
referred to briefly in my summary concerned the interrupted wed­
ding-night ofAdmetus andAlcestis. Fiona MacCarthy makes a strong
case for the power of this part of the poem. She remarks that Morris's
poetry of this period, the late 18605, confronts his readers with
'extraordinary images of fear, pain, impotence and sexual disarray',29

and argues that the scene in 'The Love ofAlcestis' is the 'most power­
ful ofall'. The scene as described by Admetus to Apollo, when the ser­
pent that springs up to separate the lovers is said to offer Morris's most
disturbing monster: 'This is much the worst one because it is so slith­
ery and sexually threatening, the nightmare, even in pre-Freudian
days, ofany bride' :30

A huge dull-gleaming dreadful coil that rolled

In changing circles on the pavement fair.

And next the coils I met her grey eyes, glazed

With sudden horror most unspeakable.

'They coil about me now, my lips to kiss.

o love, why hast thou brought me unto this?'

The bridegroom ishumiliated, remaining outside the chamber 'Like a
scourged hound, until the dawn ofday'. MacCarthy concludes:

Morris tells the story as a dark and complete fairytale, loaded with the

symbolism ofhow passion turns to ashes. There are undertones of

female frigidity, the ultimate vaginadentata syndrome. The poet expli­

cates the treachery ofexpectation: even at the point ofconsummation

the hope ofhappiness is cruelly whisked away.31

We may wish to go on to consider whether this is an arbitrary occur­
rence, or whether it is to be accounted for psychologically - assuming
that a modern reader does not feel satisfied by the narrator's explana­
tion of it as the result ofneglected rituals; though we may reasonably
see this as symbolic of the need for social control over male sexuality.
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In his 1979 discussion ofthe poem, Frederick Kirchhoff remarks that
'the summer stories reflect the increasing seriousness of Morris's
thought and his growing skill asa storyteller' .Admetus is 'a more com­
plex figure than anyone in the spring stories'; his quests, for Alcestis
and for continuing life, are 'ambivalent gestures' .32 Kirchhoffinterest­
ingly describes him as 'an overreacher' who, in marryingAlcestis, prin­
cipally seekshis own glory.The serpent that MacCarthy finds so pow­
erful is said to be not merely the messenger ofArtemis (who had been
ignored in the sacrifices), but also a judgment on 'Admetus's own
impetuous attempt to seize a woman whom he as yet conceives as a
token ofhis own prowess rather than an independent human being'.
This helps to prepare us for the poem's conclusion in which, as
Kirchhoff accurately observes, 'Despite his preternatural longevity
and the success ofhis reign, it is not Admetus but Alcestis who is hon­
oured by subsequent generations' .33

For A1cestis is clearly the character finally celebrated in Morris's
poem, and her death gives both poignancy and weight to the conclu...
sion. In The Pastoral Vision ofWilliam Morris Blue Calhoun accurate...
ly remarks that although Admetus has most attention in the poem,
and ispresented asa goodsteward and ruler, 'the storyoperates to qual ...
ify his success'.34 For Alcestis embodies the ideal ofperfect love as, in
the words ofFlorence Boos, 'sublimation and self-sacrifice'.35 Thus she
is a traditional heroine rather than a likely feminist icon. Her final
words, addressed to her sleeping husband, after the decision to
sacrifice herself, are given thus by Morris:

'Thou sleepest: 0 wake not, nor speak to me!

In silence let my last hour pass away,

And men forget my bitter feeble day.'

But the bitterness ofthis is not continued in the following lines ofthe
narrative:

With that she laid her down upon the bed,

And nestling to him, kissed his weary head,

And laid his wasted hand upon her breast,

Yetwoke him not; and silence and deep rest

Fell on the chamber.
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The peacefulness ofthis attests to the strength ofAlcestis's love, and for
the reader this mitigates the desolation ofher speech. The poem ends,
as we know, by contradicting her wish to be forgotten; it is she whose
remembrance comes to surpass that ofAdmetus, even ifit is 'about her
husband's twined'; and, by an irony that Alcestis can hardly be sup­
posed to be aware of' her sacrifice serves to suggest the selfishness of
Admetus's desire for immortality. Perhaps also we may wonder about
Apollo's encouragement ofthis desire, especially as it was he who had
earlier advised Admetus:

'Behold, today thou hast felicity,

But the times change, and I can see a day

When all thine happiness shall fade away;

And yet be merry, strive not with the end!

Thou canst not change it...'

'At this stage in TheEarthly Paradise, nothing is simple, nothing is
resolved. Nevertheless it is poetry's role to keep alive the memory of
noble human behaviour like that of Alcestis, and perhaps also of
behaviour based on mistaken ambitions, like that ofAdmetus. But
there is no role in Morris's world, now or later, for a Heracles who can
overcome the power ofDeath.
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