












'Sound or unsound, his word is daylight rruth,
That breeding heroes once was England's boast,
And now we brag of making millionaires.'

The social criticism here is like that of Tennyson's protagonist in Maud. However, the
father argues back, ridiculing the 'Young bubble-dreamer' for his ignorance of the real
world, and defending the economic system and the effects of the desire for wealth:

'But greed alone brings each result to grow
And spread its uses through the mass. Beside
Where honour, reason, or instinctive life,
Quite fails, there gold will prick the sluggard loon.
It wakes the drowsy lounger of the East,
Who lolls in sunshine idle as a gourd,
To todlike Irish hodmen.'

Clearly, his dislike of Carlyle does nOt preclude a Carlylean emphasis on the moral
value of work, though here allied with praise of the capitalist system that Carlyle
thought so wasteful. The father ends his attack on the poet's romantic idealism with
a neat reminder that it is his wealth that guarantees his daughter's comforts. The
Lady's life is again recalled, in its domestic and family moments, and a vivid account
given of works of art seen together at a neighbouring mansion. Then the poet recalls
the devastating effects of the Lady's death on her parents: the mother dies, the father
comes to loathe the house, and returns to 'Eastern climes' where he dies fighting to
uphold 'The majesty of England's worth and name'. Service of the Empire provides
a fitting way of sublimating private grief.

Since that time the poet has apparently worked constantly and hard (though we
are not told at what), sustained by the moral insight that man is 'mean' indeed if he
selfishly used 'The produce of his fellows' energies/And gave back nothing'. This leads
to an account of the history of 'This Island race', from the 'simple savagery' of the
ancient Britons through the Romans, Angles, Vikings, Normans, Planragenets,
Tudors, Stuarts, and Puritans, to the Glorious Revolution and beyond:

Then through the Guelphic linej our race now grows
To that great powet that is to sway the world.

Then follows a striking passage on the present state of England, showing strongly
the influence of Carlyle's authoritarianism, though mixing in more humane ideas and
in the end giving the benefit of the doubt to the humane attitude. The movement of
history has been:

Down from those human shambles, wolf-belapt,
To when, in pardonably grand excess
Of pity, through our people's w~l was bought
Free indolence for Isles of Western slaves;
And now, when thousands blandly would deny
The proven murderer his rope, the thief
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Due chastisement; and when a General
May blunder troops to death, yea, and receive
His Senate's vote of thanks and all made smooth;
And when, as much from universal rrust
In other states' goodwill as from the pinch
Of blinking parsimony, we our fleets
Let rot) and regiments shrink to skeletons.·
From these fell rights to such urbanity
The march indeed is long; tho' kindly freaks
May sometimes clamour Justice from her throne;
Yet gentleness is still a noble gain)
And we will trust such freaks are nobly meant.

This is followed by a tribute to those who have contributed to England's success-soldiers,
thinkers, priests, chroniclers, 'dames who made their homes a paradise/And kept their
husbands great' - but ends with a melancholy Tennysonian line about these generations
having 'passed into the gloom that swallows all'. The poet then asserrs his sense of
responsibility to 'our proud Island Home' and his determination to work for its good.
He has been helped in his endeavours by memories of his 'lost adored One'. Then follows
an attractive passage about rural life, complete with mower, kine, milking-maid,
ploughman, lark and lover, which throws into effective relief the poet's life in London)
and also the realisation of how from his grievous loss he has come to develop a widening
'sympathyfFor struggling souls'. As the day dawns beside the tomb, the poet compares
himself to a sailor returning home aher a journey, and celebrates the power he has derived
in the most difficult times from his memories of the Lady. The section ends in affirmation:

And now, whatever come
Of wrong and bitterness to break my strength;
Whatever darkness may be mine to know;
A ray has pierced me from the highest heaven ­
I have believed in worth; and do believe.

The contrast with the ending of 'My Lady in Death' could not be sharper.
The final section, 'Work', shows the continuing strength of Carlyle's influence. It

opens in an idyllic rural landscape, but the appeal of these scenes is asserted to be far
less than 'our impulsive answer to the calVOf Duty'. The moral idea celebrated in
Wordsworth's 'Ode to Duty' is presented as an energising and inspiring power. The
imagery is of heroism in battle, in pioneering endeavour, and also in ethical idealism:
'such souls sublimelWill never want for blessed joy in work,IWorking for Duty which
can never die'. Although men 'may seem playthings of ironic fate' - as Hardy felt so
strongly - 'there is hope for aU' in Woolner's moral universe, in following the path
of Duty, 'man's prerogative'. Duty is represented as egalitarian:

Hers is a broad estate open to poor
And rich alike: here rudest peasant may
Move as their equal with baronial lords,
And those who serve be great as those who rule...
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Duty becomes an exacting female deity, but she can give a dazzling spiricual reward:
'glory born of Dury is a crown/Of lighc'. The end of the poem is triumphant:

And each behold his labours glorified,
Alike the wiler at the desk, a king
Upon his throne, or builder of a bridge:
The desk in lustre shines a kingly throne,
The throne diffuses radiance like a sun,
The bridge spans death - a pathway to the stars.

This has something of the operatic grandeur of the ending of Barren Browning's
Aurora Leigh. It is striking that the Christian God, so prominent earlier in the poem,
has now become subsumed into the Victorian ideal of Duty.

Thus by the end of this interesting poem Woolner has made his way, as a number
of his contemporaries also did, from the romantic mode of Pre-Raphaelitisrn to an
ideological position dear to Victorian hearts which reconciled idealism and society
in the name of Duty. We may think in this context of Millais as President of the Royal
Academy, of Burne-Jones's knighthood, of Woolner himself, described by Morley in
his Introduction as 'a Royal Academician, and one of the foremost sculptors of our
day. A colossal statue by him in bronze of Captain Cook was designed for a site
overlooking Sydney Harbour.'8 Morris might have seemed to be following a similar
path when the demandingness of The Defence of Guenevere gave way to the widely
enjoyed Earthly Paradise. Bur Morris had proper and serious reservations about
Carlyle, and his conception of Duty was to lead him away from the applause of society
into the suspected world of early Socialism.

NOTES

I \V'oolner, 'Note', in Thomas \V'oolner, My Beautiful Lady, (London, Paris, New
York and Melbourne: Cassell and Co, 1887), p. 192. Subsequent references are
to this edition.

2 ibid., p. 6.
3 In the Introduction, Morley refers to letters appreciative of the Library received

from 'remote readers in lonely settlements, from the far West, from sheep~farms

in Australia, from farthest India, from places to which these little volumes make
their way as pioneers; being almost the first real books that have there been seen',
ibid., p. 7.

4 David Masson, 'Pre-Raphaelitism in Art and Literature' in British Quarterly
Review, XVI (1852), pp. 197-220; reprimed in James Sambrook (ed.), Pre·
Raphaelitism. A Collection of Critical Essays, (Chicago and London: University
of Chicago Press 1974), pp. 71-91; p. 79.

, ibid., p. 81.
, Woolner's 'Note' (p. 192) refers to writing 'the other poems' between 1857 and

1861.
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7 A comparison between the versions of the [WO opening stanzas shows Woolner
aiming for a more sophisticated literary effect in his revisions (The Geml text on
the left, revised on the right). This is his consistent endeavour:

I LOVE my lady; she is very fair;
Her brow is white, and bound by simple hair;

Her spirit sit aloof, and high,
Altho' it looks tMO' her soft eye
Sweetly and tenderly.

As a young forest, when the wind drives tMO'
My life is stirred when she breaks on my view.

Altho' her beauty has such power,
Her soul is like the simple flower
Trembling beneath a shower.

8 Woolner, My Bealltiflll Lady, pp. 8-9.

I LOVE My Lady; she is very fair;
Her brow is wan, and bound by simple hair;

Her spirit sits aloof, and high,
Bur glances from her tender eye
In sweetness droopingly.

As a young forest, while the wind drives through,
My life is stirred when she breaks on my view;

Her beauty grants my will no choice
But silent awe, till she rejoice
My longing with her voice.

35


