


somewhat overblown rhetoric as 'The mOSt illustrious statesman of England, the
most single·hearted statesman in the world'.6

Having completed the first phase of his speech the <battered' barn-cock's voice
grows - symbolically - 'clearer and louder', and he continues:

'Sir, I know I have little right to air my own theories (cheers) after the
remarkable and clear exposition of the rights of the poultry, which has been
delivered in various ways on this platform to-night (loud cheers), but I am free
to confess that one idea has occurred to me which seems to have escaped the
more educated minds of our leaders to-night; - (cries of Oh, Oh) - the idea is
this!' Here he stopped dead, and amid ironic cheers tried nervously to help
himself to water from the long ago emptied decanter, then at last blurting out in
a trembling) shrieking voice not without a suspicion of tears in it; 'in short I
don't want to be eaten at all. ... '7

Morris expected his readers at this point to recognise the parallel between the
reaction that this admission produces on the assembled poultry, and that which
greeted the declaration of his own conversion to socialism when he delivered his
lecture 'Art, \Vealth, and Riches' at the Manchester Royal Institution on 6 March
1883. Amongst the listening poultry,

... a storm of disapproving cries broke out, amongst which could be heard
loudest the words 'practical Political', 'county franchise', 'great liberal parry',
'municipal government for - Coxstead!' which at last all calmed themselves
down into a steady howl of 'question, question!... .'8

The press reaction to 'Art, Wealth, and Riches' had similarly dismissed Morris's
revolutionary beliefs as idealistic. Chief amongst the criticisms levelled against the
bitter attack he made on capitalist society in this lecture was that he was
presenting his audience with no practical remedies for the ills that he identified bur
was simply encouraging mindless discontent. In the Manchester Examiner and
Times his views were contemptuollsly dismissed as 'unpractical"9 while the
Manchester Weekly Times hoped that on subsequent occasions when he ventured
into the sphere of political debate he would 'have something less impracticable
and less discouraging to say'.10 This accusation of impracticality clearly stung
Morris deeply for he later consistently used the same term as the worst possible
form of abuse against those who urged parliamentary action and palliatives. As E.
P. Thompson has so aptly written:

... the chorus of 'unpractical', 'misguided idealist', 'poet-upholsterer', and so
forth, swelled to a crescendo the moment that Morris had found a practical
remedy to the evils which he had before attacked, and had proclaimed himself
to be a member of the practical revolutionary movement. 11

Against this background the conclusion of 'An Old Fable Retold' can be seen as
Morris's symbolic and final rejection of parliamentary politics. \Vhile the chorus
of indignant poultry's outrage echoes in his cars, the 'battered-looking' barn-cock
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withdraws from the meeting - 'apparently not much more depressed than when he
first stood up' - presumably to pursue his own revolutionary course outside on the
dung-heap! The meeting, meanwhile, soon forgets his unwelcome contribution
and amidst great rejoicing approves all the resolutions. They decide that 'slow
stewing was senled on as the least revolutionary form of'cooking'.12 Reader, draw
your own conclusion.
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