






that all the optimistic social thought ultimately deriving from
Rousseau, including that of W ordsworth, Shelley, Ruskin, Morris
and Shaw, was inadequate because of its failure to recognise the
fact of 'original sin'. Of Morris and Shaw he wrote:

'It has been the lot of both men, the one a great many-sided man, the
other a logician without rancour, and both lovers of the best, to delight
the Garden City mind.'

Yeats came to place his hopes for the survival of civilisation on
'the best', an aristocracy of the 'educated classes', who would
force the 'uneducatable masses' to submit to their rule. For him
there was no substance in 'British Liberalism and all its dreams'.
Thus, although Yeats continued to criticise aspects of modern
society which Morris had also reprobated, he lacked altogether
the latter's Utopian faith in the coming of a day when 'mastery'
would change into 'fellowship'. A debt to Morris remains, but it
was not one of simple agreement. This suggests that it was not
after all, the social criticism which furnished the most important
link between the two men.

In the end, then, we return to Yeats' response to Morris' warm
and generous personality: this is what lasted after other influences
had passed. In 1896 Yeats paid his tribute to the recently-dead
Morris, stressing above all his single-minded vision of the perfect
life: 'Almost alone among the dreamers of our time, he accepted
life and called it good.'

This positive attitude of Morris, his profound humanity, led
Yeats to give the title 'The Happiest of the Poets' to the essay
he published about Morris in 1903. Again we feel Yeats' response
to Morris' capacity to enjoy life, in a well-known anecdote:

'I often see him in my mind's eye as I saw him once at Hammersmith,
holding up a glass of claret toward the light and saying, "Why do people
say it is a prosaic to get inspiration out of wine? Is it not the sunlight and
the sap in the leaves? Are not grapes made by the sunlight and the sap?" ,

And finally it was personal affection that enabled Yeats, some
twenty-five years after Morris' death, to create the vivid and
sympathetic portrait of him in Four Years:

'It was Morris himself that stirred my interests, and I took to him first
because of some little tricks of speech and body that reminded me of my
old grandfather in Sligo, but soon discovered his spontaneity and joy that
made him my chief of men. Today I do not rate his poetry very high, but
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for an odd altogether wonderful time, or thought; and yet if some angel
offered me the choice, I would choose his life, poetry and all, rather than
my own or any other man's.'

His 'spontaneity and joy' were qualities that struck all who met
Morris. For the highly self-conscious Yeats, there was splendour
in Morris' capacity for self-forgetfulness, his unconcern for the
timidities of convention. The Morris who, Yeats recalled, flung
'a badly baked plum pudding through the window upon Christ­
mas Day', was gloriously himself.

Thus it was above all to the image of Morris as a creative and
spontaneous man that Yeats returned, and which made it possible
for him to write to May Morris in 1927 saying, 'Your father is
still my chief of men'.
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