











or intent of both the lady and her knight. He might honourably have rescued her
from her prison of enforced chastity, or her song may have lured him from his knightly,
Christian vows onto quite a different path. More enigmatically, the possibility remains
that the two of them may have been inexorably drawn together by a love whose
passion and danger are symbolised by the ambivalent images that both knight and
lady share: ‘Two red roses across the moon’. In the third line of the poem, ‘And ever
she sung from noon to noon’, that ‘ever’ seems to signify a continual action on her
part, a repetition or chant. But whether she is praying over and over for her knight’s
safety, or weaving a deliberate spell to draw him to her is not defined within the text
itself. And that he rides back to her ‘draggled sore with the rain’, and with his lips
pinched, is not quite enough to tell us whether he is returning to her through free will
or enchantment, with or without some foreknowledge of his moral danger. What we
might just bear in mind, perhaps, is that in all these early poems of Morris’s, as Walter
Pater remarked in reviewing them, ‘the things of nature ... play a strange delirious
part.’9 Nature is never neutral, but always a part of the action, and the fact that the
dry roads of early spring have become saturated with rain by the end of the poem
suggests not only that the knight is sore and weary from battle and in need of succour,
but also that what was once sunny and clear is no longer so.

Margaret Gent makes the observation that in The Defence of Guenevere Morris
so often juxtaposes the dark side of the Middle Ages with ‘the ne plus ultra of courtly
love’ that the latter falls immediately under suspicion whenever it appears to occur.'’
This is an important point, for to see this poem as no more than a simple tale of a
golden knight returning to his true love after battle to pursue wedded bliss is to ignore
other, less propitious signs that accompany this particular consummation. Morris’s
early biographer, . W. Mackail, interestingly saw the influence of Poe upon the fantasy
poems such as “Two Red Roses Across the Moon’,!" and as we know Morris was
reading Poe’s stories as an undergraduate, this view has some force. The apparently
motiveless obsession of several of Poe’s characters is echoed in Morris’s inclination
to write tales that come upon us with the suddenness of a disturbing dream — dark
and unexplained. Yet to see the events in this poem as entirely maleficent any more
than entirely positive, would be to do Morris an injustice.

What holds The Defence of Guenevere together as a collection of poems is not
only the window it opens on a medieval world, but the coherent quality of the view,
and also the complexity of what is revealed. This is not merely a world of courtly
love and chivalric knights, illustrating tales of romance in some static tapestry; this
is also a world of rounded, complex, often tortured human beings, playing out their
lives amid the constant threat of war and premature death, and, above all, trying to
transcend the brutality and suffering of life through love. Love is presented again and
again by Morris as a force to fear because of the cost it imposes, a force that can
destroy, and yet may not be denied. And “Two Red Roses Across the Moon’ is not a
poem that lies thematically outside the rest of the collection, but one that is firmly
embedded within it, and that has its own part to play in the cohesive nature of the
whole. The characters in it do appear flatter than in some of the other poems because
we know so very little of the circumstances that surround the knight and his lady,
but the thorny complexity of the love they grasp is there nonetheless, given to us
largely through the ambivalence of the symbols. Darkness and light, death and life,
physical and spiritual states all co-exist in the poem, as does the sense that the love
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between these two is predestined, dynamic, but also perilous. We are shown a knight
riding away from his lady, upholding his honour and fulfilling magnificently his duty
to his golden brethren, yet the charged, erotic uplift of the final stanza leaves us with
a sense of having witnessed something of far more value and danger.

Ultimately, what Morris seems to be showing throughout The Defence of
Guenevere is that even though earthly love so often proves fragile, fearful, even fatal
to those who commit themselves to it, yet love must transcend all else, for it is the
sole means by which we will rise above the sordid nature of the corporeal world. And
he shows this also in “Two Red Roses Across the Moon’. The sense that the lady has
drawn her knight into some joyous yet intrinsically pagan ritual in the final stanza
suggests not that she is necessarily evil, but that she symbolises both the fatality of
love (as Guenevere does) and also its rich transforming power. This is a poem beneath
whose engaging ballad tones lie covert forces and symbolic implications that tease
with possibilities, yet whose central concerns seem recognisably a part of the light
from his medieval landscape that Morris was trying to shine on his contemporary
world in this early volume of poetry.
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