
Riders On The Storm
William Morris and Emile Zola travel towards the twentieth century.

We skipped the light fandango
turned cartwheels 'cross the floor
I was feeling kinda seasick
but the crowd called out for more
The room was humming harder
as the ceiling flew away
When we called out for another drink
the waiter brought a tray
And so it was that later
as the miller told his tale
that her face, at first just ghostly,
turned a whiter shade of pale.

What location, occasion, or circumstance, do those song lyrics describe?  Are they a picture 
of a tavern on the way to Canterbury in the fifteenth century, while the miller is telling his 
tale?  Do they describe a typical evening at the Turf Tavern in Oxford sometime in the 
eighteen-fifties?  Are we at the Café Guerbois or the Lapin Agile in nineteenth-century Paris?
Or is it a description of one of the more unfortunate evenings during my own student days?

It has long been my contention that the music, and indeed the song lyrics, the poetry, the 
imagery, and the ideals that meant most to us from the age of fifteen to twenty-five travel 
with us and provide reference points for our memories for the rest of our life. Certain songs 
become the equivalent of Proust’s madeleines for a particular time, linking our personal 
memories at a significant crossroads in our life to the events that bore us along and opened 
the doors of perception to new possibilities. Talking of doors, here is one that opens for me: 

Riders on the storm, riders on the storm,
Into this house we're born, into this world we're thrown
Like a dog without a bone, an actor out on loan
Riders on the storm…

William Morris was ‘thrown’ into this world on March 21st, 1834.  He was born at Elm 
House, Walthamstow, to parents William and Emma Morris.  He had two older sisters, Emma
and Henrietta but, critically perhaps, he was the eldest son.  Five further siblings would 
follow in due course.  The Morrises were wealthy, middle-class folk.  William’s father was a 
senior partner in a firm of financiers in London.  His success in business allowed the family 
to move to the rented Woodford Hall in Essex in 1840.  Morris was six years old when the 
move was accomplished.  Do you remember how big things looked to you when you were 
six, how big your schoolrooms used to appear, but how small they were when you revisited 
them in adult life?  Imagine then the six-year-old Morris discovering that his new family 
estate bordered directly onto Epping Forest. 

“I was born and bred in its neighbourhood,” remembered Morris, “and when I was a boy and 
a young man knew it yard by yard.”  The forest reappears in his poetry and prose romances 
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written in later years.  “Nothing could be more interesting and romantic than the effect of the 
long poles of the hornbeams rising from the trunks and seen against the mass of the wood 
behind,” he said.  Exploring the magical forest of pollarded hornbeams was matched by an 
inclination to voracious reading from an early age.  It was said that he had read all of Sir 
Walter Scott’s novels by the time he was eight years old. A century later, Tolkein would use 
the same image of woodland mystery to construct and depict the forests of Mirkwood and 
Fangorn, and C.S. Lewis’ wardrobe threshold led into a tangled woodland; for Morris the 
forest edge was virtually a time-portal into the Middle Ages. Observation, exploration, and 
imagination took him there – and he loved what he discovered.

Morris came to be fascinated with old houses, churches, and church brasses.  When William 
was eight years old, his father took him to see Canterbury Cathedral, and Gothic architecture 
then became his first love.  He said, “I remember as a boy going into Canterbury Cathedral 
and thinking that the gates of heaven had been opened to me, and also when I first saw an 
illuminated manuscript.  These first pleasures which I discovered for myself were stronger 
than anything else I have had in my life.”  Esther Meynell, writing his biography, Portrait of 
William Morris, in 1946, to mark the fiftieth anniversary of his death, rightly observed: 
Morris “may be said to have been born medieval.

 In 1843, Morris was sent as a day pupil to “The Misses Arundale’s Academy for Young 
Gentlemen”, a sort of prep-school.  He was nine years old.  Childhood came to an end when 
his father died on September 8th, 1847, when William was thirteen. How different it was to be
for Emile Zola when his father died just a few days before Emile was seven years old.  For 
the Zola family, years of hardship and struggle began.  For William Morris, a rather “English”
trajectory ensued.  In February 1848, the year of revolutions in Europe, he was sent as a 
boarder to Marlborough College and the Morris family, under their new circumstances, 
relocated to Water House, Walthamstow, in Essex.  Though bereaved and saddened, they 
were left in very comfortable financial circumstances.

Morris was rather ambivalent about his time at Marlborough.  He claimed to have learned 
next to nothing there “for indeed next to nothing was taught,” he said.  More accurately it 
might be said that Morris accomplished the minimum of scholastic work that he could get 
away with whilst in possession of a good brain and a good memory.  This allowed him time 
to explore the surrounding countryside, discovering another forest, Savernake Forest, and 
striking prehistoric sites like Avebury and Silbury Hill.  In 1851, he came fifth out of nine in 
his end of year examinations.  An academic career scarcely beckoned, so he was removed 
from Marlborough and sent for a year’s private tutoring to the Rev. Frederick Guy.

Guy was an Anglican High Churchman and no doubt his ecclesiastical views had an effect on
Morris.  He certainly developed Morris’ interest in and knowledge of History and Classics as 
he prepared him for Oxford entrance.  On June 2nd, 1852, Morris sat his entrance 
examination, was successful, and went up in January 1853.

Ah, Oxford…  What romantic descriptions have been applied to the “gown” side of the place,
if not to the “town” side?  The most elegiac is probably that penned by Evelyn Waugh in 
1945, in “Brideshead Revisited”…

Oxford – submerged now and obliterated, irrecoverable as Lyonnesse, so quickly have the 
waters come flooding in – Oxford, in those days, was still a city of aquatint.  In her spacious 
and quiet streets men walked and spoke as they had done in Newman’s day; her autumn 
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mists, her grey springtime, and the rare glory of her summer days… when the chestnut was in
flower and the bells rang out high and clear over her gables and cupolas, exhaled the soft 
airs of centuries of youth.

Paradoxically, in 1943, William Gaunt, in trying to depict the milieu into which William 
Morris entered when he came up in January 1853, had already captured the spirit in his book, 
The Pre-Raphaelite Dream in 1942: 

Oxford was a university with Pre-Raphaelite possibilities.  Its architecture, its learning, even 
its sense of humour, medieval and Victorian (a combination of buffoonery and 
transcendentalism), were a product of the Middle Ages.  Its spires dreamed.  At the same time
it was full of ardent youth, in whom the dreams of the past fermented to some future purpose 
of active effort.  In so defining it you practically defined the Pre-Raphaelite idea.

Morris himself, who described the buildings of Merton College and the cloisters of New 
College as his “chief shrines in Oxford”, wrote in later life that…

Oxford in those days still kept a great deal of its earlier loveliness; and the memory of its 
grey streets as they then were has been an abiding influence and pleasure in my life, and 
would be greater still if I could only forget what they are now – a matter of far more 
importance than the so-called learning of the place could have been to me in any case, but 
which, as it was, no one tried to teach me, and I did not try to learn.

Morris was an undergraduate at Exeter College, which is at the northern, Broad Street end of 
Turl Street.  His original intention was to read Theology, with an eye to subsequent ordination
in the Church of England, an intention that reminds me of the old question: “Why is the 
Church of England like Turl Street in Oxford?”  If you know the geography of Oxford, you 
will appreciate the answer: “because it stretches between The Broad and The High and goes 
right past Jesus”.

At this point of ecclesiological whimsy, let us consider the background to Morris’ early days 
in Oxford, and compare them, perhaps, with our own youthful preoccupations.  For nearly 
two millennia the Christian Church had dictated the terms of defining what constituted the 
surest way to understanding the nature of ultimate reality.  That changed with the coming of 
the Enlightenment.  Science proposed not just a complementary description of ultimate 
reality, but a contradicory one.  If you had been taught for centuries that the opening chapters 
of the Book of Genesis constituted the only science you needed to know to explain existence, 
then the contradiction was hardly a surprise.  The Church, unwisely, resisted the contradiction
rather than adjusting its dogma to come to terms with it.  Science provided a practical, 
physical way forward, rather than a metaphysical speculation, and its practicality expressed 
itself in the coming of the Industrial Revolution.

Part of that revolution included the development of Photography.  When William Morris was 
five years old, William Henry Fox Talbot was “painting with light” as he called it.  In France 
Louis Daguerre was developing a different way of achieving the same effect, though whilst 
Fox Talbot’s process produced negatives (and thus multiple prints), Daguerre’s positive single
prints had a much better definition.  At the same time, in the late 1840s, a new style of art was
arising.  In 1848 (again, the year of revolutions!), the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood was 
founded in England, and in 1849 the young John Everett Millais painted not the first Pre-
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Raphaelite painting, but one of the most significant.  It was entitled “Christ in the House of 
His Parents”.  It caused a scandal.

Millais’ painting did what it said on the canvas.  It depicted the carpenter’s shop in Nazareth 
painted in almost photographic definition.  Zola was only nine when the painting was made, 
but had he known about it he would have cheered.  This was “Naturalistic” Art par 
excellence.  The Establishment did not like it.  The Times thundered: “The attempt to 
associate the holy family with the meanest details of a carpenter’s shop, with no conceivable 
omission of misery, dirt, or even disease, all finished with the same loathsome minuteness, is 
disgusting.”  Similar diatribes would later be hurled at Zola’s Naturalist descriptions. Charles 
Dickens railed that in Millais’ painting, Mary the mother of Jesus was made to look like a 
“monster in the vilest cabaret in France or the lowest gin-shop in England.”

On the other hand, the Church of England was not entirely Neanderthal in its views.  Morris 
had been reading the “Tracts for the Times”, the pamphlets setting forth the principles of the 
High Church Oxford Movement.  The influence of the Rev. Frederick Guy, the fact that 
Morris’s elder sister Emma had married a clergyman, and the general theological tumult of 
the day, all helped persuade Morris to read Theology.  Coming up to Oxford in 1853 was for 
Morris a bit like my leaving the sleepy Cotswolds at the height of the Swinging Sixties and 
coming up to London – these were two seriously groovy situations!

But there was more to it than that.  In the very year that Morris started studying at Exeter 
College, the college worthies, having decided that they needed a new college chapel to 
replace the decrepit one, made a bold appointment of a forty-two year old George Gilbert 
Scott to be the architect of it.  Gilbert Scott, together with Pugin and others, was one of the 
prime movers of the Victorian Gothic movement.  There was a certain irony in this because 
Gilbert Scott would later come to represent to Morris all that was wrong in the Victorian 
mania for ecclesiastical “improvements”, against the ravages of which Morris was to found 
the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings.  Gilbert Scott based his design upon the 
Sainte-Chapelle in Paris, which is why, to this day, when you walk down Turl Street you are 
confronted with this elegant French flèche looming over Blackwell’s Art Shop.  Here was a 
chapel fit to house the Holy Grail (if anyone could find it) and Morris knew all about that 
because he and his new friends, including Ned Burne-Jones, had discovered Thomas 
Malory’s “Morte d’Arthur”, as well as being deliriously inspired by John Ruskin’s recently 
published “The Stones of Venice” (1851), and in particular its chapter entitled “The Nature of
Gothic”.  The Gothic passion was fanned further into flame when Morris and Burne-Jones 
undertook vacation trips to northern France and visited the great cathedrals of Amiens, 
Beauvais, Rouen and, of course, Chartres.  They visited Chartres on July 26th, 1855.

The friends also discovered poetry and art in a big way.  Well, we all discover something to 
rave about at that age.  In the Swinging Sixties, my fellow male students and I had three 
major extra-mural obsessions: the dance troupe on “Top of the Pops”, “Match of the Day”, 
and the children’s programme, “The Magic Roundabout”.  This last programme appealed to 
our sense of hippie surrealism.  For Morris and his circle, it was poetry, art, and “stunners” – 
we shall come to the stunners later!  The Romantic poets were being superseded by the new 
poetry of Tennyson.  Only three years before Morris came up, Tennyson had published the 
majestic “In Memoriam” and had also been made Poet Laureate.  An earlier poem of 
Tennyson’s, written when he was only twenty-four, would have appealed to Morris’ sense of 
the medieval and the Arthurian…
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She left the web, she left the loom,
She made three paces through the room,
She saw the water-lily bloom,
She saw the helmet and the plume,

She look’d down to Camelot.
Out flew the web and floated wide;
The mirror cracked from side to side;
‘The curse is come upon me,’ cried

The Lady of Shalott.

The curse came upon the Lady of Shalott because she looked upon Sir Lancelot.  That image 
would come back to haunt Morris in later years.  But for the moment, all England was 
reading and talking about “In Memoriam”, Tennyson’s exploration of his grief about the 
death of his university friend, Arthur Hallam.  It would not have missed Morris’ attention to 
note that in that exploration Tennyson just about hung on to his traditional religious faith by 
his finger nails.  All commentators agree that Morris turned from thoughts of ordination to art
because of the inspiration and acquaintances he made whilst at Oxford.  None appear to 
mention the influence of Tennyson on Morris’s relinquishing of his clerical ambitions, yet he 
was one of the motivating factors in persuading Morris to write his own poetry.  When he 
read his first effort to his student friends and it was met with great acclaim, he grunted, “Well,
if this is poetry, it’s very easy to write.”  He himself dismissed a subsequent effort as being 
“exceedingly seedy”, but with these early lines a poet, albeit in Tennyson’s shadow, was born.

Burne-Jones enthused Morris with Chaucer, but Morris found a copy of John Ruskin’s 
Edinburgh Lectures and his defence of the Pre-Raphaelites, which Morris shared with Burne-
Jones.  Ten years later, in a similar move to defend the new against traditionalist criticism, 
Emile Zola would staunchly defend the work of Edouard Manet. Morris and Burne-Jones also
found a copy of the short-lived magazine, “The Germ”, a manifesto of the first expression of 
the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, containing poetry and illustrations by Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti. The two friends decided to have their own (equally short-lived) “Oxford and 
Cambridge Magazine” – which Morris financed, and in which Morris’ early attempts at 
poetry, romances, and essays were published.

The die was cast.  Morris took a pass degree to mollify his mother, who worried about the 
strange new directions her eldest son’s life seemed to be taking.  He stuck it for a few months 
with the Oxford architect, G.E. Street, making an important friendship with Philip Webb, 
before moving to London, where he and Burne-Jones ultimately took up residence in Red 
Lion Square.  In 1856 they met Rossetti, others of the Pre-Raphaelite circle, and Ruskin – and
they fell fully under the spell.  Morris and Burne-Jones designed and made their own 
furniture for their lodgings, and by 1857 Morris was already experimenting with sculpture, 
painting, stained-glass design, and embroidery.  Possibly through Morris’ Oxford 
connections, Rossetti had gained the contract to decorate the gallery of the new debating hall 
at the Oxford Union.  Morris, Burne-Jones, Arthur Hughes, and Rossetti started on ten panels 
of scenes from the Morte d’Arthur.  Sometime in September or October 1857, as a break from
the work, they went to the theatre, and there, sitting behind them, was an absolute stunner 
(and her sister).

The absolute stunner was Jane Burden, the daughter of an ostler, who lived not far from 
where you can still, even now, enjoy a pint in the Turf Tavern at the back of New College.  
William Morris had found his Guinevere.  They were all smitten.  “Topsy (as Morris was 
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known to his friends) raves and swears like or more than any Oxford bargee about a stunner 
that he has seen,” wrote Crom Price.  All wanted to have Jane sit as a model for their 
paintings, especially Rossetti.  But Rossetti was spoken for, as much as Rossetti was ever 
spoken for by one woman, having as his long-time model and mistress, Lizzie Siddal, the 
original Pre-Raphaelite muse.  Rossetti did paint Jane, but the most poignant early painting of
her was made by Morris himself who depicted her as La Belle Iseult.  It was said that he 
wrote on the back of the canvas, “I love you, but I cannot paint you,” then turned the canvas 
to show her his declaration.  The further irony was that Morris chose for his panel for the 
Oxford Union “How Sir Palomydes loved La Belle Iseult with an exceeding great love, and 
how she loved him not again, but rather Sir Tristram”.

Morris and Jane became engaged in the spring of 1858.  Morris celebrated his love with the 
publication of “The Defence of Guenevere and Other Poems”, which included “In Praise of 
my Lady”.  They were married in Oxford, at St. Michael’s, on April 26th, 1859.  All they 
needed now was Camelot, so Morris built it with the architectural assistance of his friend, 
Philip Webb.  This was the famous Red House in Bexleyheath, Kent.  Morris, Jane, and all 
their friends helped to decorate, design and build all the fixtures and fittings for it.  Things 
went so well and so happily that they decided to establish a company to do for others what 
they had done for themselves.  Thus Morris, Marshall, Faulkner and Co. was founded in April
1861, financed largely by Morris.  Morris had just turned twenty-seven.

For Emile Zola, that Golden Decade or so had not been so golden.  Life had been a hard slog.
Morris took a degree from Oxford.  Zola failed his baccalauréat twice.  Perhaps decades can 
only be golden if you have money with which to gild them.  As with Rossetti, Zola’s mistress 
eventually became his wife.  But in 1867, when Zola was twenty-seven, the years of struggle 
began to pay off when Thérèse Raquin was published.

The Golden Decade comes to an end when you are obliged to begin to build the walls of your
life on the foundations you have already laid, however inadequate they might be.  The next 
period at first seems to stretch sightless beyond the horizon until you reach the end of it and 
wonder what happened to all the years that have just passed.  Both Morris and Zola became 
immensely successful at what they were really good at, and their success took off 
stratospherically, in Zola’s case when he wrote L’Assommoir (ten years after Thérèse 
Raquin), and for Morris when he dumped the freeloaders and reconstituted the company 
(with Burne-Jones’ help) as Morris & Co.

There were storms, of course.  For Zola, there was the struggle to see through the Rougon-
Macquart series despite the accusations of obscenity; in Morris’s case, the anguish over his 
wife’s affair with Rossetti which he expressed in his prose and his poetry and in throwing 
himself into his work and developments of new skills of craftsmanship.  The dream of 
Camelot became the nightmare of Camelot all over again – and again it was Lancelot’s fault, 
although in this case Lancelot came in the guise of Dante Gabriel Rossetti…

‘The curse is come upon me,’ cried
The Lady of Shalott.

As is so often the case, Life imitated Art.  Morris left Jane with Rossetti in their shared, new-
found country idyll at Kelmscott Manor and visited Iceland.  It was as though he were saying 
to his wife, “Get it out of your system”.  He was an honourable man, a medievally chivalrous 
man.  What else could he do?  He loved his wife, but the worm in the bud, Rossetti, desired 
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her, and she knew it – and desire is a very powerful drug.  We can still learn so many lessons 
from Morris in this twenty-first century but the least advisable is: “If your wife betrays you 
with a lover, fill in your spare time by teaching yourself Icelandic”.  Zola took a different 
course from a childless marriage with the advent of his mistress Jeanne Rozerot, and the birth
of their two children. Morris, however, remained faithful to his vows, albeit sharing an 
intense platonic friendship with Georgiana, the wife of Burne-Jones, when Burne-Jones also 
allowed himself to be lured away by desire.

In their flourishing and productive years, Morris and Zola shared similar ironies in their life.  
Morris believed in the democracy of Art for everybody and the satisfaction necessary for 
those who created it, but the craftsmanship came at a price such that only the well-off middle 
classes could afford it.  Zola castigated the venality of the bourgeoisie and their treatment of 
the poor, but then, when he was immensely successful, he bought homes and stuffed them full
of tasteless furnishings typical of the class that he was criticizing.  I wonder what Morris 
would have made of Zola’s taste in furnishing?  Morris had said: “Have nothing in your 
houses that you do not know to be useful or believe to be beautiful.”

Morris confronted the ironies in his life by throwing himself heart and soul into the early 
socialist movement.  Zola did so by concluding that he had spent many years in talking the 
talk, but now he felt obliged to walk the walk by involving himself in the Dreyfus affair.

It has been said that everyone when passing the age of sixty becomes aware of living in the 
shadow of death.  Morris was sixty in 1894, Zola in 1900.  In 1900, the war of the Dreyfus 
affair might not have been completely over, but the battle was essentially won.  In 1894, 
Morris’ great life work was coming to its highest point with the foundation and production of 
the Kelmscott Press.  Neither man realized just how close the shadow was, but Morris, loving
Tennyson, would have been familiar with the imagery from “In Memoriam” (canto 22)…

There sat the Shadow fear'd of man; 

Who broke our fair companionship, 
         And spread his mantle dark and cold, 
         And wrapt thee formless in the fold, 
And dull'd the murmur on thy lip, 

And bore thee where I could not see 
         Nor follow, tho' I walk in haste, 
         And think, that somewhere in the waste 
The Shadow sits and waits for me. 

Those lines are carved on one of the walls in Highgate Cemetery.  Morris is not buried there, 
nor is Zola buried in Montmartre Cemetery (though he was originally).

Bequests are as they are; as my poor father used to say in respect to material possessions: “It 
all comes down to a lot number in the end.”  Both Morris and Zola had plenty to leave to 
posterity, in terms of their creative work, but remarkably both men wanted to leave something
greater.  They wanted to leave a vision for humanity.

When I was a student nearly half a century ago, the tutor who lectured us on Zola proclaimed 
definitively that the last novels of Zola, namely “Les Trois Villes” and “Les Quatre 
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Évangiles”, were of considerably inferior standard compared with his earlier works, and were
not worth reading.  No doubt we all duly made a note of the fact, but after many years as a 
clergyman, I have come to the conclusion that she was not entirely right, if only because of 
Zola’s immensely perceptive depiction of Pierre Froment and the struggles that he undergoes 
in “Les Trois Villes”.  The insight Zola shows is utterly remarkable for somebody who  not  
only was not himself a priest, but also had always been actively anti-clerical.  

The root problem for Pierre Froment is essentially this.  During periods of persecution in the 
early Christian era, in an attempt to encourage constancy “with menaces” (so to speak), one 
of the early Church Fathers, Cyprian of Carthage, proclaimed: “Outside of the Church, there 
is no salvation”.  He further added: “Nobody can have God as his Father who does not have 
the Church as his Mother”.  That seems to be fairly straightforward.  One of the basic 
doctrines of theistic faith is that God cannot contradict himself, but what happens when the 
representatives of the Church contradict the evidence of creation in what they teach, or the 
principles of Christian living in the way they live?  Francis of Assisi and Martin Luther, 
amongst many others, had already wrestled with this problem.  Zola first approached these 
contradictions rather simplistically, in my view, in La Conquête de Plassans, but in the 
character of the priest Serge Mouret in La Faute de l’Abbé Mouret, Zola revealed a deeper 
insight, and in Pierre Froment, the insight was profound.

Perhaps, given Zola’s history of anti-clerical invective, Pierre Froment was never going to 
regain his faith and was always destined instead, to, as Graham King puts it, “escape from the
irrational dogma of the church to the more enlightened haven of compassionate socialism”.  
The extrapolation via the lives of Pierre Froment’s four sons into that enlightened haven is 
less convincing.  “Fruitfulness” must have cut to the heart of Madame Zola, given the fact the
children her husband fathered were not hers, but at least husband and wife were on opposite 
sides of La Manche when Zola wrote it.  “Travail” is interesting because it echoes William 
Morris’s insistence that only rewarding work, rather than drudgery, can bring happiness.  He 
foresaw a great war but, contrary to his prediction, it was not to be the war to end all wars.  
The cruelties of Soviet Russia and scientific developments capable of exterminating all life 
on the planet were, in the twentieth century, to prove him sadly over-optimistic.  Secular 
utopianism, whether humanitarian or socialist (or both), usually is.

William Morris worked towards what he called his “Utopian Romance” from a somewhat 
different starting point.  “News From Nowhere” was first published in 1890.  Zola still faced 
an ongoing struggle with the magisterium of the Catholic Church and its manifold influences,
religious, social, and political.  William Morris looked back to a romanticized Middle Ages 
when, paradoxically, the Roman Catholic Church was the Church of England, and he tried to 
project that age’s values and its glories (as he saw them) into a future earthly paradise that he 
believed could be achievable.  Zola, it seemed, never had a faith to lose. Morris’s traditional 
religious faith ebbed away with a typically English sense of elegiac regret so well captured in 
Matthew Arnold’s poem of 1867, “Dover Beach”…

The sea of faith
Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore
Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furl’d;
But now I only hear
Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,
Retreating to the breath
Of the night-wind down the vast edges drear
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And naked shingles of the world.

Clive Wilmer, the editor of the Penguin Classics edition of News from Nowhere describes the 
work as “two journeys through a moralized landscape, culminating in a vision half bestowed 
and half denied”.  The dreamer in the tale wakes from his dream in the year 2102 to discover 
a radically different landscape and society from those in which he had drifted to sleep.  The 
change had been wrought by a revolution that had taken place in 1952.  People whom he 
meets unfold the history of the change for him and explain the new circumstances.   Industrial
capitalism has been swept away and has been replaced by a mythical pastoral society where 
we can fulfil our real creative desires as human beings, rather than being manipulated into 
chasing after what Morris calls “sham wants”.  A boatman and his wife take the central 
character on a journey up the Thames, patterned after the one that Morris had made with 
friends in 1881, from his London home at Kelmscott House in Hammersmith to his country 
idyll in Kelmscott Manor.  He describes the moment of arrival thus…

We crossed the road, and again almost without my will my hand raised the latch of a door in 
the wall, and we stood presently on a stone path which led up to the old house to which fate…
had so strangely brought me in this new world of men…  Once again Ellen echoed my 
thoughts as she said: “Yes, friend, this is what I came out for to see; this many-gabled old 
house built by the simple country-folk of the long-past times, regardless of all the turmoil that
was going on in cities and courts, is lovely still amidst all the beauty which these latter days 
have created…  It seems to me as if it had waited for these happy days, and held in it the 
gathered crumbs of happiness of the confused and turbulent past.

“The true paradises are the paradises that we have lost,” said Marcel Proust.  If that be so, can
they ever be regained?  Proust thought that time could be, but even that is open to doubt.  
Socialist utopias fail, as Soviet Russia provides eloquent proof.  Earthly paradises always 
seem to be victims to human weakness, desires, and selfishness.  In every Camelot there 
seems to be a Lancelot – even in the earthly paradise of Kelmscott Manor.  The story of 
Camelot repeats itself.  “Et in Arcadia Ego” was even a chapter title in Evelyn Waugh’s 
“Brideshead Revisited”.

Can a more traditional, metaphysical paradise be envisaged anymore?  That is a difficult 
question.  At one end of the spectrum of possible guides is a Roman Catholic Church which, 
as in Zola’s day, requires your agreement rather than your opinion.  At the other end of the 
spectrum is fundamentalist evangelicalism which even more rigidly demands your agreement
rather than your opinion.  Somewhere floating in between is an extremely liberal approach to 
religion that seems more like a focus group with hymns at a Liberal Democrat Conference, 
with faith in the divine as an optional extra.  Just occasionally, and not limited to any specific 
religious denomination or indeed religion, you may find a company whose members are the 
same seekers after truth as you are.

May I invite you to go back and consider the life and works, the values and the dreams, of 
Emile Zola and William Morris.  How did they seek the truth?  What price were they 
prepared to pay to find it and to liberate it from vested interests?  What journeys did they 
have to make to pursue it?  Do not worry if an element of metaphysics creeps into your 
contemplations.

Zola visited Chartres in May 1886 while researching his novel, La Terre.  William Morris had
already been there with Burne-Jones in July 1855.  Over them all loomed the gothic 
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splendour that had stood on the site for six hundred years.  No doubt this affected the two 
men in different ways, but in 1856, with the inspiration that only the young are capable of, 
Morris wrote this of the great cathedrals of northern France:

…thinking of their passed-away builders I can see through them very faintly, dimly, some 
little of the medieval times, else dead and gone from me for ever, voiceless for ever.  And 
those same builders, still surely living, still real men and capable of receiving love, I love no 
less than the great men, poets and painters and such like, who are on earth now; no less than 
my breathing friends whom I see looking kindly on me now.

William Morris joined them on October 3rd, 1896.  He was sixty-two years old.  A doctor who
attended him, when asked the cause of death, replied: “I consider the case is this; the disease 
is simply being William Morris, and having done more work than most ten men”.  But what 
work it was!  As we owe a great debt of gratitude to Emile Zola, so too do we owe a similar 
debt to William Morris.  Their storms are over.

I am old and have seen
Many things that have been,
Both grief and peace,
And wane and increase.
No tale I tell
Of ill or well,
But this I say
Night treadeth on day,
And for worst and best
Right good is rest.
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