

















Their main purpose was, of course, to enliven meetings and entertainments of
the SDF and SL, and to act as a counter to the activities of the various other
organisations seeking to attract working class support. In this respect they were
again remarkably successful. When a large open-air meeting was held in Norwich
Market Place on 12 August 1888, for example, Morris’s ehant ‘No Master’ was
sung by the assembled crowd in opposition to no less than two Salvation Army
bands, a Gospel Band and the peals of the nearby St. Peter Mancroft's Church.#3
An anonymous ‘Platform Guest’, writing in the Norfolk Daily Standard, reported
that ‘the audience sang with gusto’.%4

The Chants also served as entertainments on socialist outings. E. P. Thompson
quotes the Bradford socialist F. W. Jowett recalling how he and his comrades sang
‘The March of the Workers’ with enthusiasm on walks in the surrounding
countryside, all the time believing that the people were indeed ‘marching on’.45
Morris, himself, volunteered to take the responsibility for funding a Democratic
Federation band in order to provide accompaniment for the songs,* while later,
no less a person than Gustav Holst formed a choir which met at Kelmscott House
to sing the Chants at meetings of the Hammersmith Branch of the Socialist
League.¥’

The popular success of the Chants shows that Morris had made considerable
advances in his appreciation of the essential requirements of a popular song. The
basic weakness of ‘Wake, London Lads’ had been that Morris’s bourgeois
paternalism had expressed itself in a moral appeal to the working classes more
suitable to be read than sung. Most popular late Victorian songs, however, had
little intellectual content to distract the singer but instead concentrated on
reinforcing shared sentiments through simplicity of construction. To be successful
they needed to be easy to memorise and to be in tune with the ideas expressed in
the lyrics. The sonorous language and rousing choruses of the Chants were an
entirely appropriate complement to their dominant theme of the workers
marching inexorably to the rebirth of society. In this sense at least, Morris can be
seen responding to the realities of his age and exploiting an existing form for his
own political ends.

However, borrowed forms impose their own limitations. By exploiting the
sentiment to be gained from black and white judgements, simple antitheses and
banal generalisations, the Chants lay themselves open to the criticism that they
romanticise both the cause and the workers. As E. P. Thompson has pointed out,
while the Chants are both moving and effective as propaganda they ‘cannot be
said to lay the foundations of a poetry of “revolutionary socialism™’.#¥ More
recently Jack Mitchell has extended this criticism by arguing that Morris failed
to portray the reality of ordinary people engaged in the historic class struggles of
their era, primarily because he was incapable of escaping the traditional
conventions which required the poet to focus on the dreams of a ‘sensitive
individual psyche’.4?

There is much truth in Mitchell’s argument. The Chants are full of the
optimism characteristic of Morris’s early years in the socialist movement, and
there can be no mistaking the personal nature of the utopia he envisaged for the
future.5 In “The Day is Coming’, the first of the Chants, it is ‘the wonderful days
a-coming, when all shall be better than well’S' which provides the antithetical
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structure in which the positive future 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 took ‘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 anear’ 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 important to
encourage such converts, 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, / Poor ghosts of the wicked city, the
gold-crushed hungry hell?’S3 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, cliché-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 out of touch with his age. Morris, without doubt, was the first Victorian
modernist.
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