














structure in which the positive furure is contrasted with the negative present. The
resulting utopia includes all the usual Morrisian features: good housing; enjoyable
work; leisure, food; fellowship; a beautiful environment; and, of course, a share in
art. However, precisely because this utopia is individual and abstract its contrast
with capitalism exaggerates the latter's vices to such an extent that it loses contact
with reality altogether. If one rook 'The Day is Coming' as a realistic presentation
of working-class conditions in the nineteenth century, it would be necessary to
accept that all the workers were lodged like 'swine', 'too faint and weary to
stand', fearful of 'the hunger-wolf arrear' and liable at any moment to 'droop and
die'. One can't help feeling that mobilising such a band of miserable people is a
forlorn hope.

A similar problem is encountered when one considers Morris's portrayal of
the working class. As has already been remarked, the Chants were primarily
written to be sung at meetings of the SDF and SL. Yet on close examination it can
be seen that they were all directed at the enlightened working men who were
already committed to 'the Cause'. Clearly Morris felt it was imporrant to
encourage such convens, and the Chants are full of appeals to these 'few against
the world'52 as they are styled in 'No Master', to accept the moral responsibility
for the education of the mass of their brothers so that the revolutionary
transformation of society can be accomplished. Unfortunately, in emphasising the
value of this work Morris sacrifices the remainder of the labouring population to
a Blakean wilderness. 'How long shall they reproach us', he asks in 'The Day is
Coming', 'where crowd on crowd they dwell, I Poor ghosts of the wicked city, the
gold-crushed hungry hell?'53 In no way can this be termed the language of social
realism. 54

It is difficult to imagine the Chants being sung today. Now we have spin­
doctors, cliche-mongers and design consultants. Attempts to get the attention of
the working-class are now firmly in the hands of the media. Yet, despite their
obvious limitations, the Chants show Morris responding to contemporary society
in a way that disproves the absurd allegations that he was some sort of romantic
dreamer our of touch with his age. Morris, without doubt, was the first Victorian
modernist.
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