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Introduction





When Morris was dying one of his physicians diagnosed his disease as ‘simply being William Morris, and having done more work than most ten men’. Morris was one of the best-known and most prolific Victorian poets. He was the greatest artist-craftsman of his period. He ran a successful decorating and manufacturing business and he kept a high-profile central London retail shop. Morris was also a passionate social reformer, an early environmentalist, an educationalist and would-be feminist; at the age of fifty he crossed the ‘river of fire’ to become a revolutionary Socialist. There is something almost suspect in this sheer range of activity. In an age of ever-narrowing specialization Morris’s versatility is difficult to grasp.


Over the past five years of research on this biography my aim has been to reclaim Morris in the detail of his idiosyncrasy and strangeness as he appeared to his contemporaries and to argue that his highly original, painfully heroic progress through life impinges on us still, from old Socialists to new conservationists. His largeness of vision is the key to it. Morris was his own emblem of wholeness. He wanted to integrate the city with the country, the present with the past, the public and the personal moralities. Most of all he was concerned with proper human occupation, whether going under the name of work or play. In the late twentieth century throughout the West this is our urgent problem. Technological advance has made ordinary skill and modest pride in work redundant. But redundancy of people brings the threat of disconnection from life.


Morris knew a great deal but stayed peculiarly innocent. People noted how even in old age he looked like a large child. If my book dwells on Morris’s childhood this is conscious, since the memories of childhood permeate his later visions, creeping through his letters, edging out into his poetry. His Utopian novel, News from Nowhere, is a shimmeringly hopeful and a very childlike book. Morris kept his mind open to a different sort of future. His oddness, and importance, lies in this disengagement from contemporary structures. Like the child on the beach he could knock down the whole sandcastle, envisaging a finer one erected in its place.


Even to his contemporaries Morris seemed peculiar. Victorian memoirs overflow with references to his ‘rum and indescribable deportment’, his ‘tempestuous and exacting company’, his disconcerting habit of pacing up and down a room like a caged lion to work off his superabundant energy. ‘Beg Pardon, Sir, were you ever Captain of the Sea Swallow?’ asked a fireman, accosting him in a street in Kensington. ‘I was not,’ replied Morris. But in his robust blue seaman’s jacket, with his rollicking gait, he could quite well have been.


Recent books about Morris have tended to take specialist views of him. We have had the Marxist Morris, the Jungian Morris, the Freudian Morris. He has now been appropriated by the Greens. The layers of theory have obscured his ‘whole’ personality. I hope to reverse this process, to unwrap him and describe him and, if possible, to penetrate a little of his mystery in a way that no one has attempted since J. W. Mackail, Morris’s first biographer, whose fine two-volume Life of William Morris was published in 1899. If I have not managed to recapture Morris’s strange vigour, his talent for bracing ‘the nerves of the flaccid’, his extraordinary veerings from Nordic stoicism to an almost female tenderness, his ebbs and flows from rampageousness to sweetness, then this book will be no good.


Morris had a sense of place so acute as to be almost a disability. Places clung to him. When one of his places was endangered, in the sense of being demolished or crassly redeveloped, he felt it as a human grief. Much of the research for this biography has taken the form of voyages around the places where Morris lived and worked and travelled. Readers may find it eccentric that I have listed places in my sources, but I have found them as crucial as literary sources, often more so. There is no real way of understanding Morris until you can see, almost with his eyes, the particular pattern of a landscape, the relationship of buildings, the precise lie of the land. Without tramping around Kelmscott, finding the hidden churches that so delighted Morris, the glimpses of the river, the mediaeval barns, it would be difficult to comprehend the hold that Kelmscott had on him. Without retracing his journeys around Northern France and Iceland it would be hardly possible to see how the places he returned to, in his imagination, lasted all his life.


Morris had a deep attachment to things, and a huge reservoir of knowledge of their history. The Bodleian Library in Oxford as well as the then South Kensington Museum deferred to his judgement. He was in the great tradition of the Victorian connoisseur. But unlike most connoisseurs he was himself a maker. With an almost manic industriousness Morris set out to rediscover lost techniques for fabricating, in succession: embroidery; stained glass; illumination and calligraphy; textile dyeing, printing and weaving; high-warp tapestry. The last few years of his life were spent in reviving hand-printing at his own Kelmscott Press. Morris’s objects, like his places, have loomed large in my sources. I have tried to steep myself in his own sense of tangibility, scrutinizing, stroking – when permitted by their owners – the things that Morris made. I began by imagining, as most people imagine, his wallpapers and chintzes as the peak of his achievement, together with the most spectacular of the Kelmscott Press editions. After searching out his less accessible artefacts (my notebooks bulge with details of over a hundred visits) I believe the glorious sequence of Morris & Co. stained-glass windows surpasses the rest. It is the logical development of Pre-Raphaelite painting, vividly pictorial, art beyond the easel, telling stories, conveying information even to the Victorian illiterate.


Words too poured out of Morris. There was a neurotic basis to his fluency. On a good day he could write 1,000 lines of verse. (Most serious writers are content with 1,000 words of prose.) After his death his work was assembled into twenty-four volumes, an act of devotion by his second daughter May. He is seldom read these days, outside anthologies. I believe this is mistaken. I would not press the claims of Morris’s own favourite Sigurd the Volsung; it is too large, too chant-like. Volsungs are out of fashion. Sigurd sounds as if composed in transit, and may well have been; Morris frequently wrote verse on trains between engagements or on the swaying seat of a London omnibus. But there is much to reward the modern reader in Morris’s early poems, The Defence of Guenevere, short, spare, edgy narratives of violence and loss. And most of all his 1890s’ novels repay reading. The Wood beyond the World (1894); The Water of the Wondrous Isles (1895); The Well at the World’s End (written in 1896, the year of Morris’s death): these are fantasy stories, early science fiction, written in a curiously archaic language. James Joyce, who admired Morris, used it as a thesaurus. Morris’s magic stories are dream-sequences, symbolist and surrealist. It is time they were reprinted. They are as modernist as Morris ever comes.


In the century since his death there has been a long battle for the emotional ownership of Morris. Perhaps more than any other Victorian celebrity he has been the victim of the keepers of the flame, people anxious to play down – or even up – his revolutionary Socialism. Foremost among these were the Burne-Jones family, the widow and descendants of Morris’s close friend since Oxford, the painter Sir Edward Burne-Jones. In 1934, at the opening of Morris’s centenary exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum, Lady Burne-Jones’s nephew, Stanley Baldwin, a former – and future – Conservative prime minister, succeeded in making a speech that did not mention Morris’s political activities at all.


It was with family support that the commission to write the authorized biography of Morris went to J. W. Mackail, Burne-Jones’s son-in-law, an academic and civil servant, translator of the Aeneid and author of Select Epigrams from the Greek Anthology. Mackail was at the time employed in the Education Department, where he was an assistant secretary from 1903 to 1919. He was also Professor of Poetry at Oxford from 1906 to 1911. His biography, in many ways sensitive and generous, is understandably cagey on the politics. Mackail was the originator of the view, widely accepted over the next few decades, that Morris’s membership of, first, the revolutionary Democratic Federation, then the Socialist League, were aberrations from which he soon recovered to enjoy a golden twilight of renewed artistic and literary activity. Mackail produced the happy ending where Morris, in old age, became himself again.


Abetting the Burne-Jones faction, in what amounted to a conspiracy of memory, was Sydney Cockerell, Director of the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge from 1908 to 1937. Cockerell was knighted in 1934. The first step in his remarkably successful journey upwards had been his appointment in 1894, then an eager but unqualified young man, as Morris’s secretary at the Kelmscott Press. Cockerell was self-appointed chief of Morris’s literary executors. A small proportion of the hundred or so Socialist lectures had been published. Cockerell discouraged May Morris from including any more of them in her edition of the Collected Works, using a typically unctuous argument:







My view about these volumes is that much of your father’s writing in his later years was hasty and was intended to be ephemeral and that the three existing volumes of lectures contained the greater part of what he wished to stand as his message on art and socialism.





May Morris did include some of the lectures, in defiance. In her later 1936 collection William Morris, Artist, Writer, Socialist she printed more of them. This is the volume with the brilliantly mischievous preface, ‘William Morris as I Knew Him’, by Bernard Shaw.


There is still no full edition of Morris’s lectures, though these contain some of the most splendid of his writings as he grapples with ideas and formulates a policy, pushed to the limits of his clarity and passion by the prospect of addressing by no means captive audiences, some of them virtually uneducated. Even more disgracefully there is no complete published collection of his enormous output of editorials, articles, propaganda playlets, his jobbing journalism for the Socialist cause. To read these, one has to thumb through the yellowing copies of Commonweal and Justice in the socialist libraries of Clerkenwell and Manchester and Amsterdam. They are uneven, often careless, vehement, exhilarating, revealing an unknown, unbuttoned, unselfconscious Morris. Raymond Williams once described him as a ‘generalized swearer’. These political diatribes show what an accomplished and resourceful swearer he actually was.


We do at least have easy access to his letters, in the comprehensive and meticulous edition Professor Norman Kelvin of New York City College and University has been amassing since 1965. I am, I think, the first biographer of Morris to have made full use of this resource. Indeed I often wonder how I could have embarked on this enterprise without it, since the letters give the key to Morris’s inner feelings, often so well hidden, and resound with his oddities and quirkiness of language. Through the letters we arrive at Morris’s authentic voice. They finally disprove the Mackail/Burne-Jones confection that Morris’s Socialism was a temporary madness. Read through in their long sequence, they show convincingly that, far from being an aberration, Morris’s progression from the heart of the mercantile establishment (his father was a bill broker) to the forefront of late Victorian Socialist agitation in Britain had a grand inevitability.


The conspiracy of silence has extended to William Morris’s marriage. Morris married Jane Burden, the daughter of an Oxford stablehand, in 1859 when he was twenty-five. Mackail was, not surprisingly, circumspect about it. Marital troubles were not the subject matter of official biographies of the 1890s. Janey Morris was living when he wrote his book on Morris, and she did not die until 1914. He was faced with an additional family complication: how far Morris did, or did not, turn for consolation to Mackail’s own mother-in-law, Georgiana Burne-Jones. As Mackail discovered more and more unpublishable details about the past amours of the older generation he alternated between fascination and frustration: ‘How extraordinarily interesting one could make the story, if one were going to die the day before it was published.’


In the circumstances it is indeed surprising that he nevertheless gives us some impression that William and Janey’s marriage was an anguished one, suggesting diplomatically that his readers should look for an account of it in the more melancholy of Morris’s poems. The full extent of his unhappiness, and his fortitude and generosity in facing it, is only now being revealed, bit by bit and gradually, as the national libraries yield up their collections of confidential papers, under the fifty-year embargo rule.


In 1964 the British Museum’s collection of letters from Dante Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris became available for consultation. The sealed collection of Wilfrid Scawen Blunt’s papers at the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge was first opened in 1972. As these papers indicate, Rossetti and Blunt had been, in succession, Janey’s lovers in Morris’s lifetime. Morris’s most recent biographer, Jack Lindsay, would in theory have had access to both caches of material. But in his biography, published in 1975, he is obviously unaware of Janey’s exact relationship with Blunt.


In his personal relations Morris was very reticent. He was the inarticulate Englishman personified. There is something horribly ironic about Janey’s need to turn to two of the most notoriously honey-tongued philanderers of the age. Reading her correspondence with Rossetti and with Blunt it becomes obvious that their male bravado and sexual attentiveness gave Janey a self-confidence that Morris, with his shyness and his multitude of energetic preoccupations, patently did not. With her lovers Janey blossoms, becomes tender, even witty. The failure of his marriage caused Morris considerable pain. What we do not know is how exactly he arrived at his ideas of the non-possessiveness of sexual relationships: by natural progression of his thought? Or by bitter force of circumstance? In 1886 Morris wrote a famous letter on sexual relations, in which he insists that copulation is ‘worse than beastly’ unless it is the outcome of natural desires and kindliness, in effect abrogating the legally enforceable Victorian male insistence on marital rights. His friend and publisher F. S. Ellis suggested in the 1880s that Morris’s opinions on the relations of the sexes had altered. His views in the old days were by no means ‘the same as he professes to hold now’.


The Morris family’s health has been another taboo subject. Physical debilities were not within the remit of the Victorian biographer. Despite the effect they had on Morris’s day-to-day domestic life, Mackail did not feel it would be proper to investigate either Morris’s intermittent rages and trances, or the epileptic attacks which dramatically affected his elder daughter Jenny from her mid-teens onwards, virtually incapacitating her. As Mackail maintained to Cockerell, assuming full agreement:




The fluctuations of illness are certainly no matter for permanent record, either in his own case or in that of others; one of the sources of embarrassment in his more intimate letters is the perpetual recurrence of Jenny’s state of health from day to day.





The first public intimation that Morris’s legendary rages were in fact eclampsia, a form of epilepsy, was given only in 1949, in a review in The Observer by Bernard Shaw who went on to suggest that Morris’s desperation over Jenny’s illness was caused by his conviction that she had inherited it. He felt himself to blame.


There remains the mystery of the ill health of Mrs Morris, who took to the sofa in 1869, at the age of twenty-nine, and never really left it. The details of her treatment at the German spa town of Bad Ems suggest her problems were gynaecological in origin. But the ease with which Janey could spring back into normal activity, with Rossetti or with Blunt, able suddenly to walk for many miles across the countryside, suggests her illnesses were psychological as well.


The effects of his invalid household upon Morris were complex and far-reaching. Undoubtedly it deepened his poetic imagination and his capacity for sympathy; it is plausible to argue that his domestic troubles sharpened his awareness of the unfortunate in general, helping to propel him into political activity. But at the same time his household of the ailing put obvious constraints on his own freedom of manoeuvre. He remained the capitalist father of the family, riding out the inevitable charges of political inconsistency, and one’s admiration for his sheer productivity is redoubled in the light of these domestic handicaps.


The most interesting and in some ways enigmatic of Morris’s three women was his second daughter May. As a girl May had been a famous beauty. She appears in the centre of Burne-Jones’s lascivious assemblage of dream women in his large oil painting The Golden Stairs. May followed her father into Socialism, acting as his factotum, his adjutant. The full extent of her involvement is made clear in the hoard of so far unpublished material in the Socialist League papers in the International Institute of Socialist History in Amsterdam. May married a Comrade, the young, untalented and impecunious Henry Halliday Sparling. The marriage was a failure. It failed partly because of the cynical intrusion of Bernard Shaw into the Sparlings’ household. It also failed, I suggest, because no Comrade could replace May’s father. May eventually found emotional security in a female friendship assumed by those who knew her to be lesbian. In the years between the wars she and Miss Lobb, an ex-land girl, retired to Kelmscott Manor. May became, in her own right, a superb embroiderer and did much to advance the status of British craftswomen. William Morris’s Comrade daughter has a significant role in this book.


Because he so consciously cultivated manliness Morris has consistently been put over as impervious to women. This view is incorrect. It is not that I underestimate his male entourages. He had a deep emotional need for these gatherings of cronies: Morris’s formations and renewals of male brotherhoods are the recurring pattern of his life. Nor would I deny the closeness of his male friendships, though I have my reservations about his supposedly exclusive fondness for Edward Burne-Jones. Surely this was a figment of the Burne-Jones mythology. Morris had other friends as intimate, especially Philip Webb. But I have come to realize that Morris, more than most Victorians, was aware of women’s unfulfilled potential. As early as 1880 he was speaking in public on women’s rights and his work in the Socialist circles of that decade brought him into contact, as his equals in the struggle, in committees, demonstrations, on the Socialist platforms, with such formidable women as Eleanor Marx, Annie Besant and Charlotte Wilson. It was C. S. Lewis who first noted the pervasive eroticism of William Morris’s writing and it is noticeable that, as Morris becomes older, in his years of devotion to the Socialist cause, his most desired women get more positive and active, sunburnt, comradely, resplendent (the opposite of pale and slender Janey, languid on her sofa). One of the revelations of William Morris’s letters is that only to two female correspondents – Georgiana Burne-Jones and Aglaia Coronio – is he able to open his heart.


Morris is often viewed as the high priest of the countryside. Reasonably so, since no one has written or spoken more persuasively about the special rural qualities of England. Part of the reason for the lasting popularity of Morris’s wallpapers and textiles with the urban middle classes is their fecundity of rural imagery: they put us back in touch with our lost imagined landscapes. You can see the rabbits lollop and hear the blackbirds sing. But the image of Morris as exclusively the ruralist is mistaken, sentimental. After his years at Red House in the early 1860s he never spent the bulk of his time in the country. Kelmscott Manor was a house he only visited occasionally, for long weekends and holidays. He did not even own it. Most of his adult life was taken up in the town and not just in any town but in London, ‘the Great Wen’ whose Victorian expansiveness alternately stimulated Morris – it provided the basis for his business – and drove him to a terrible despair. Morris was indeed involved in the formation, in the late 1870s, of the Commons Preservation Society. But at the same period he was also a prime mover in the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings and the Kyrle Society, whose remits were much broader, embattled against environmental carelessness, ugliness and squalor generally. Here in Sheffield, where I write surrounded by industrial wasteland of the middle 1990s, Morris’s worst fears for the city ring hideously true.


Those who, through the years, have denigrated Morris have taken their cue from his Times obituary of 1896 which, in preposterously condescending terms, wrote down his politics to a general woolly-mindedness, an excess of eccentric optimism in Morris’s opinions:




if they led him, as they have led other generous men before him, towards Socialism, the world can afford to judge him indulgently, as not apprehending much danger from his rhetoric.





I hope, if nothing else, that this book refutes all charges of the woolliness of Morris. His importance surely lies in the reverse: in his precision. He knew exactly what the bourgeois motivation was, since he was ‘one of us’. He understood the workings of commerce; he belonged to it. As a person who made things he understood completely the essential disciplines of materials and techniques. As a writer he was up against the nuances of language. Morris allowed himself few self-deceptions. He was steely and straight, also ruthless in facing his own failure. He was accurate and dangerous enough to know that the things he most valued would go under in the end.


Some heroic images of the Victorian rebel: Morris arrested in Limehouse for disorderly conduct. Morris mounting the trolley to address what seemed a sea of striking miners in Northumberland in 1887. Morris speaking from the Socialist wagon to the workers in Clerkenwell on ‘Bloody Sunday’ before marching in the ill-fated columns of protesters towards Trafalgar Square. Morris acting as pall-bearer in the funeral procession for Alfred Linnell, crying out over the coffin ‘Let us feel he is our brother’, with a ‘fearful earnestness’ in his voice. As a Victorian protester he belongs with Carlyle, Ruskin, Kingsley, Angela Burdett-Coutts, Octavia Hill, Elizabeth Fry, men and women of another century. What is special about Morris is the way in which his ideas and personality have outlasted events and issues of the time into our own aspirations and concerns. Like Sigmund Freud he has settled in our consciousness. As the late E. P. Thompson so marvellously put it, ‘he is one of those men whom history will never overtake’.


At Morris’s death there seemed very little future for the indigenous socialism he invented. Of the two main organizations with which he had been associated, the Socialist League had exploded into anarchy; the Social-Democratic Federation continued, but was dispirited, depleted and as riven by dissension as it had always been. The initiative in socialist reforms by now belonged to the Fabian Society and the Independent Labour Party, both in their ways anathema to Morris who distrusted what he termed ‘gas and water’ socialism, the Fabians’ emphasis on material improvement at the expense of the politics of vision, and who had a deep-rooted dislike of the institution of Parliament itself.


Keir Hardie had been elected the first Independent Labour Party member of Parliament in 1892. There was a lull for the next decade. Morris was disregarded, no longer considered a serious political force. Then, remarkably quickly, his ideas can be seen resurfacing as the passionate socialism that he stood for was seized upon by young idealists as the antidote to Edwardian complacency. G. D. H. Cole, the twentieth-century’s leading socialist theoretician, writing in 1959, looked back on his conversion:




I became a Socialist more than fifty years ago when I read News from Nowhere as a schoolboy and realised quite suddenly that William Morris had shown one the vision of a society in which it would be a fine and fortunate experience to live.





Morris was an early influence on R. H. Tawney, the great Socialist historian and teacher, who in the early 1900s was entreating his sister to read William Morris’s books. Tawney’s radical Utopian vision of a socialist ideology not handed down by intellectuals but rising from within the working classes is rooted in Morris’s imaginative, iconoclastic views.


Harold Laski, the political theorist and teacher who dominated the London School of Economics, wrote to May Morris in the early 1930s: ‘You can be very sure that among at least the Socialists of my generation your father remains a constant and abiding inspiration’.


Graham Wallas, Laski’s contemporary, the political psychologist, wrote to tell May of a conference at which he had just spoken: ‘I argued that a body of men who ask to be made a government (as the Fabians have done for the last thirty years) must try to see life as a whole, as your father did, and not from the simple economic angle.’ He told her he was trying to put these ideas into a book, presumably Social Judgment, published posthumously in 1934.


To me the most poignant of these affidavits of the 1930s is that of Barbara Castle, one of the most enduring of Labour politicians in the second half of the twentieth century, coming home from Oxford to West Yorkshire in the bleak years of the Depression, walking the lonely moors with her lover, looking down on the smoky industrial valleys below and reading Morris’s revolutionary poem ‘The Message of the March Wind’:








But lo, the old inn, and the lights, and the fire,


And the fiddler’s old tune and the shuffling of feet;


Soon for us shall be quiet and rest and desire,


And tomorrow’s uprising to deeds shall be sweet.











This poem, she says, taught her that Socialism was not merely about struggle but was about sensual fulfilment, and it gave her hope.


Morris’s aspirations were still very much alive in the reconstruction and reform of post-war Britain by the 1945 Labour government. Clement Attlee, then prime minister, was another of the young men whose Socialist vision had been formed by reading Morris’s works. He represented Limehouse, where William Morris had once had a spot of bother with the police. Attlee was familiar with the detail of William Morris’s lectures and political journalism: ‘How we Live and How we Might Live’; ‘A Factory as It Might Be’; ‘Useful Work versus Useless Toil’. It is fascinating, and in a way ironic, to see Morris’s precepts percolating through to inspire an institution he would certainly have been dubious about: the Welfare State of the early 1950s. Attlee was steeped in News from Nowhere. He quoted avidly from Morris’s A Dream of John Ball, with its messages of brotherhood: ‘Forsooth, brothers, fellowship is heaven and lack of fellowship is hell.’ In 1953 (after Labour had lost office) he wrote to Sydney Cockerell, full of memories of Morris: ‘I was telling a group of foreign socialists the other day how much more Morris meant to us than Karl Marx.’


The following year Attlee, handicapped by his famous brevity and clearly very nervous, went through the ordeal of his first major television interview. An account of this is given in Kenneth Harris’s biography Attlee published in 1982. The interviewer, desperate to elicit some sort of credo, asked what the Labour party had to offer to the voters of mid-twentieth-century Britain. Attlee reached out for William Morris with a touching confidence:




ATTLEE: Well, you know there’s nothing better than the motto that we have in this Borough, by our greatest citizen, William Morris – ‘Fellowship is Life’ – we believe in the kind of society where we’ve fellowship for all. You can’t get that while there’s grave inequalities in wealth. That is the hope of the world, and we offer fellowship with all other countries.


INTERVIEWER: Do you find it then apt, Mr Attlee, that we should be meeting tonight in the Borough of Walthamstow, which is the town of William Morris?


ATTLEE: I think that’s absolutely right.





It has always been quite easy to pick holes in William Morris. As with all great visionaries there are flaws in his arguments, for those who choose to find them. His practice did not by any means bear out his theories. His own factory was not ‘A Factory as It Might Be’. There is a kind of wilful blindness in his attitude to population growth and the new technologies. But the quarrel with Morris on such individual issues has been used by his detractors as a distraction from the vigour and to many the terror of his underlying message, which was the abandonment of capitalism itself and its replacement by more equitable, humane social structures. It is to this generous, immense and sweeping challenge that the left in Britain has returned, with a curious compulsion, throughout the century. William Morris has provided a voice of inner conscience. In his purity and passion he has been the pivotal figure, connecting socialist collectivism in Britain to its origins in early nineteenth-century Romantic libertarianism. Morris has, uniquely, married the tradition of socialism as a critique of political economy with the tradition of Romantic anti-industrialism.




If you are finally going to say to an increasing number of people that they are simply surplus to requirements, that they are not really necessary in this society, at that point the basic question returns, of what people need to produce and how they need to produce it and how, over and above all this, they relate to each other while they are producing it.





This was Raymond Williams, speaking on Morris’s relevance to the economic crisis of the 1980s. And his hopes and fears seem even more prophetic in the industrial north of England ten years further on.


A William Morris arrives only once or twice each century, in the sense of someone of their time and yet beyond it. Morris is a time-traveller. He does it in his writing, in those oddly hypnotic futuristic novels. He does it in his politics and his polemic. It is part of his magic that we know what his response is to events he did not survive long enough to see. We can feel quite certain that the world collapse of Marxism would have overjoyed him. Morris called himself a communist, but Communism as developed in the Soviet Union and in Eastern Europe would never have been what he envisaged. Unlike Shaw and the Webbs, he would have seen through Lenin and Stalin and their political economy instantly. We can also feel confident that he would have looked on the Thatcher years in the Britain of the last two decades of this century as amongst the worst he could imagine in terms of human destructiveness and capitalist greed.


Electronic addiction? Drug culture? Inner city planning? Bottom line banking? Political correctness? Post-Modernist architecture? Theme parks? Niche retailing? Bargain breaks? Time-share homes? Spaghetti junctions? Shopping malls? Leisure centres? Tele-cottages? Health farms? Saturation advertising? Freebie magazines? Junk mail? Fast food? Course modules? Heritage trails? Craft Fayres? Business parks? Garden centres? Sound bites? Opinion polls? Chat shows? Designer clothes? Executive phones? Pulp literature? Video porn? Corporate sponsorship? Market-orientated society?…


‘Damn’d pigs! Damn’d fools!’ You can hear Morris expostulate, robust, fidgety, tremendous, pulling out the hairs (singly) from his great prophetic beard.






















CHAPTER ONE


Walthamstow 1834–48





‘To this day’, said William Morris, getting aged, ‘when I smell a may tree I think of going to bed by daylight.’ Scents could always trigger off a surge of recollections, stretching right back to his childhood. The sweet pungent smell of balm brought back with sharp immediacy very early days in the kitchen garden of the Morris home at Woodford, ‘and the large blue plums which grew on the wall beyond the sweet-herb patch’. Scents for Morris had a potency that verged on the erotic. Look at Clara, charming suntanned unselfconscious heroine of his abandoned novel, posthumously published as The Novel on Blue Paper, making for the river on a blazing summer day, her feet ‘bruising scent from the great horse-mint as she picked her way between the willow stems’, with wafting aromas of the marshland hay and clover, humming of the bees and the tinkle of sheep bells.


William Morris was born on 24 March 1834 into what he later described as ‘the ordinary bourgeois style of comfort’. It was not a visually sensitive household. Discussing whether the love of beauty was natural or acquired Morris said his own love of beauty must have been inborn since neither his father or his mother nor any of his relations had the least idea of it. His father, also William, who was thirty-six at the time of his son’s birth, was by then a financier, making a small fortune as senior partner in a bill-broking business with an office in Lombard Street, in the commercial centre of the City. His mother Emma, whose maiden name was Shelton, had been a neighbour of the Morrises in earlier years, when their two families had lived in Worcester. There had already been some connection by marriage. The families were also intertwined in their tastes and expectations. The degree to which the marriage of his parents was an arranged marriage may have weighed with William, whose own marriage was to be so relatively reckless. The family kept up its connections with Worcester and Morris referred to being taken there on visits in the days when he ‘sucked at a bottle’ and cried for his ‘bamper’. He remembered Prince Arthur’s Chantry and the mediaeval tombs in the cathedral from a single later visit in the 1850s, when he went to see his aunts.


William was the third of his parents’ surviving children, and the first to be born at Elm House in Walthamstow. After they were married his parents set up house in Lombard Street, in rooms above the office. It was a convention in City firms in those days that a member of the firm should reside on the premises. They also had a cottage in Sydenham, for holidays and weekends. Their first child, born in Lombard Street in August 1827, was Charles Stanley who only lived four days. Then there were two sisters, Emma and Henrietta, born in 1829 and 1833 respectively. They were the close companions of William Morris’s childhood, and maybe this encouraged his later quasi-mystical belief in the significance of trios: he was always attuned to doing things in threes. After William came Stanley, born in 1837; Rendall in 1839; Arthur in 1840; Isabella in 1842; Edgar in 1844; and Alice who was born in 1846 and died in Tunbridge Wells as late as 1942. William’s brothers pursued the conventional professions, Rendall and Arthur becoming army officers and Stanley a prosperous gentleman farmer, breeding Jersey and Guernsey cows. Of all the Morris children it was only Isabella, leading light in the Anglican deaconess movement of the 1880s, who had any of her brother’s contrariness and zeal.


The Morrises developed substantial figures. Though the early engagement pictures of his parents show a relatively slight and even wistful couple, his mother with small corkscrew curls curtaining her forehead, the children acquired a certain weightiness, seemingly in keeping with their rising status in the world. In their photographs they stand well-upholstered and commanding with the square jowl that was even more pronounced in Morris’s sisters than his brothers. William escaped it: in the early portraits his face looks almost heart-shaped. But people used to comment on the heavy jowl-line of his daughters Jenny and May.


Morris believed in fate and, as he grew older and immersed himself in sagas, he came to espouse a particularly Nordic version of fate that he referred to as the ‘Weird’. The idea of grand inevitability enthralled him: ‘I am in the hands of Weird, to wend as she will have me,’ cries Osberne setting out on his heroic travels in The Sundering Flood, Morris’s last Nordic story. The Weird is inescapable, the thing ordained for you, a theme also explored in The Earthly Paradise with its six fairy ladies delivering their rulings over the cradle of Ogier the Dane. It was Morris’s own Weird to be born into a family so redolent of early Victorian bourgeois values: industrious; acquisitive; uncritical; incurious. Morris was himself industrious: his energy was legendary. In some precise respects he too remained the bourgeois. But it is also true that his upbringing within that narrow setting of commercial endeavour fed his later actions when he came to embrace the Socialist cause with the passion of the lover, in his own description. He attacked the middle classes, conscious he belonged to them, instinctively aware of what they were about.




*





‘I am a boor, and a son of a boor,’ William Morris stormed across the table at a London dinner party in the 1860s, his eyes set and his fist clenched. And indeed the Morris dynasty did have a certain ruggedness. His paternal ancestors on both sides were Welsh. His father’s father was apparently the first of this family of Morrises to drop the Welsh ‘Ap’ (‘son of’) from the surname. Morris’s grandfather had come to Worcester from a remote valley of the upper Severn in the late eighteenth century, setting up his business and transforming himself into a city burgess praised in contemporary records as the epitome of probity ‘and very religious’. His wife Elizabeth, the daughter of a retired naval surgeon from Nottingham, was a tall and stately woman who in her senility became part of the extended Morris family at Woodford Hall in Essex, offering William a trip to her home town if he was ‘a very good boy’.


Like Frank Lloyd Wright, William Morris was intrigued by his roots in wild Wales and its ‘lovely ancient literature’, though he never acquired more than a few words of the Welsh language, which he described as ‘difficult but beautiful’. He attributed his natural empathy with the Tristram sagas to Wales: ‘All my literary life’, he wrote, ‘I have been deeply moved by that Cycle of Romance, as indeed I ought to be, being myself Welsh of kin’. He blamed the Cymry for his dark hair and for his melancholy streak. When the chance came in the middle 1870s Morris was off eagerly to look at his lost ‘Fatherland’. He loved its dreariness and mystery. He went as far as Towyn, ‘a little queer grey Welsh town by the sea-shore on the flats under the mountains in the most Welsh part of Wales’.


William’s birthplace was an early nineteenth-century house with a large garden in what was then the Essex countryside. Commuterland loomed already. William Morris Senior travelled every day by stage coach to his office. Elm House was not a grand house: the Morrises got grander. But it was emphatically a gentleman’s residence, standing prominently on Clay Hill, rising ground which allowed vistas north-east across the valley of the River Lea towards Epping Forest, two miles or so away. J. W. Mackail, William Morris’s first biographer, was just in time to see Elm House before its demolition in 1898 and described ‘a plain roomy building’ with the garden front facing south on to a large lawn surrounded by shrubberies and kitchen gardens, and a great mulberry tree leaning across the grass. Morris’s old Oxford friend Cormell Price, who accompanied Mackail on a sentimental journey around William Morris’s haunts, made the comment that the windows were set wide apart, so much so that the rooms tended to look dark. However, he added, ‘by making a clean sweep of all the houses around under 40 years of age you can conceive it was a very pleasant spot’.
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1 Elm House, Walthamstow, William Morris’s birthplace. Drawing, 1898, by E. H. New for J. W. Mackail’s The Life of William Morris.








Morris himself, with his intense consciousness of the political overtones of buildings, would later have dismissed Elm House as dull and bourgeois: he would have preferred to have been born in the little whitewashed cottage or the mediaeval hall. But the use he made years later of Elm House as the basis of Parson Risley’s rectory, in The Novel on Blue Paper, shows in how much detail it had lingered in his mind, and with what sense of ambiguity. The white panelled hall, with its stuffed tiger and its trophies of the hunting field; the wide carved staircase; the open glass door leading from the drawing-room out into the old-fashioned flower garden with its mulberry tree and straight-cut flower borders, and the great row of full-foliaged elms: the rectory is partly a place of loneliness, oppressiveness, and partly a place of decorous delight. It is wonderfully typical of Morris that he should use his birthplace as the background of a fable on the moral power of beauty to transform – and disconcert. Risley is a Morris villain, sexually crass and lamentably indolent, but as he wanders around his lovely garden in the evening, while the yellow sun is sinking, he is shot through with a pang ‘compounded of the memory of hopes and fears, pleasures and pains of many past years’.


Morris was a cosseted child, fed on calves’ foot jelly and beef tea. This may have been an overreaction of his mother’s after the loss of her firstborn. But William’s later rugged strength and tempestuous energy could be misleading: he was never as robust as he appeared to be. Indeed there was a history of ill health in the family. His father, always nervous, became gouty; his mother was prone to partial seizures, an epileptic tendency that intensified down the Morris line. Treated as a little invalid, housebound and quiet, Morris read: ‘Ever since I could remember,’ he told Andreas Scheu in the 1880s, ‘I was a great devourer of books’. He could not recall ever being taught to read; nor could he envisage a time when he did not. This was perhaps the first example of Morris’s peculiar process of osmosis, his ability to soak up knowledge without trying, the knack that was later to mystify his friends and worry his opponents. At the age of four the infant William Morris was deep in the Waverley novels, and he claimed that by the time he was seven he had read the entire œuvre of Walter Scott. What did he find in Scott? Small figures in spare landscapes of the mountains and the deserts; bright colours, strong emotions, mystic rituals, fierce crowd scenes; the cult of the outlaw; the dwelling upon violence, ‘the clang of the scourge and the groans of the penitent’; the idealized woman, intense love unconsummated; the concept of manliness and chivalric self-sacrifice seized upon by Morris as a kind of battle-cry: ‘And it is good to do one thing, and then die.’ William Morris was always decisive in his tastes. Once he had discovered a thing he loved, he stuck to it: this was in one sense his great strength, in another sense his flaw. He went on and on reading Walter Scott for ever. Scott, he used to say, meant more to him than Shakespeare. Intimate Scott allusions turn up in his letters, providing a consistent reference point, an anchor. His only other comparable hero would be Dickens. Books to Morris had a magic. They were realler than the real.


At Elm House Morris learned words; and he first comprehended things, the emotional meanings of appearances and textures. As a small child he kept two pieces of flannel in his bed: one was for sucking, the other one for washing. He particularly loved a toy lamb that squeaked and a model of a Dutch town he could spread out on the carpet like a Floor Game, the educational building bricks designed by H. G. Wells. William was a watchful child, describing later how he spied on some Bluecoat schoolboys eating off their wooden trenchers, traditional flat boards without a rim or gravy channel: he ‘noticed their devices (with much interest) for banking up a little soup with a potato toft’. From this very early age things were not just a delight to him in all their quirks and beauties. They were also a necessity, a method of orientation. Things were Morris’s means of getting his bearings in the world. Later on he was accused of preferring things to people and there was something in it. In the middle 1880s he was saying that he knew from experience ‘what a comfortable life one might lead if one could be careful not to concern oneself with persons but with things; or persons in the light of things’. By 1888 his vision of the future entailed de-government, a total dismantling of the parliamentary system, which he came to see as merely perpetuating class antagonisms, and the replacement of a government of persons by ‘an administration of things’.




*





William was six when the family moved eastward from Elm House to Woodford Hall, an imposing Georgian mansion, sub-Palladian in style, and right next to Epping Forest. There was only a fence between the forest and the Morrises’ fifty-acre park. This high bourgeois idyll was the sign and symbol of the burgeoning commercial successes of William Morris’s father. He was still with the City firm of bill (or discount) brokers he joined twenty years before, when he had first arrived in London, making use of his family connection with Joseph and Robert Harris, two of the partners in the firm then known as Harris, Sanderson & Harris. The firm had since then moved from Lombard Street to King William Street. The banking crisis of 1825, which had led to the collapse of many broking firms, in fact had strengthened Harris, Sanderson & Harris and opened out new areas of operation. William Morris Senior became a partner in 1826, at the age of twenty-eight. The Harris brothers had by then retired. The firm continued trading as Sanderson & Co. By the early 1840s, when the Morris family installed itself at Woodford, it was one of the only four discount houses in the City of any real significance. Its prosperity can be gauged by the fact that Morris’s father was able to pay £600 a year in rent for Woodford Hall. He had chosen a house of little architectural subtlety. But Woodford Hall had bulk. It had good views and great amenities besides the kind of grandiose serenity that no doubt recommended it to Mrs Gladstone, wife of the prime minister, who eventually took it over as a convalescent home for the East London poor.


Woodford Hall operated as a world within a world. The charms of feudal life there were to be described by Morris with the exactness of the natural observer, sharpened by his guilt at what he called ‘the good luck only of being born prosperous and rich’. To a large extent the estate was self-sufficient, with its gardens and orchards, its horses and cows, its poultry and pigs. The butter, cream, beer and bread were home produced. Shop-bought food was purchased only from specialist merchants who understood their customers’ personal predilections. William Morris’s mother would sometimes stop her lumbering carriage horses in the City and make her discreet purchases from small dark arcane shops there. The family knew the rarefied luxuries of home-made wines, wine-jellies and syllabubs, sweet cured hams, filberts from their own nut-walks, fine desserts of peaches plucked from red-brick garden walls. Morris liked to describe a peach as ‘pinch-ripe’. A stop-gap meal was served at Woodford Hall in the middle of the morning, between breakfast and dinner, in the mediaeval manner, when the children were given cake and cheese with a glass of home-brewed small beer. The cake, said Morris, was ‘nicer than anything of the kind he ever tasted since’.


The estate at Woodford Hall extended far beyond the park. A further hundred acres of farmland sloped down to a small river, the Roding. Here William and his brothers used to fish. Morris always enjoyed fishing, developing into ‘a greedy fisher, and proud of his cunning’. He divided the world into fishers and non-fishers, implying that non-fishers could never quite be trusted. Fishing was the only sport he ever really liked. When they grew older he and his brothers would also go out shooting. William apparently conceived the ambition of shooting wood-pigeons with a bow and arrow. This he did not manage. But the boys with their shotguns would kill redwings, fieldfares, rabbits. They were then allowed to roast the birds for supper.


Although in many ways so stratified and stultified, the life of the Victorian country house had secret fluencies. Children in particular could find room for manoeuvre, exchanging the allotted roles and crossing the set boundaries between the family quarters and the servants’, and sometimes establishing a rapport with the servants more affectionate and comforting than that with their own parents. This evidently happened to some extent at Woodford, affecting in profound ways Morris’s vision of community, in more practical ways his attitude to kitchens. Morris felt at home in kitchens, coming to define them as cosy, unpretentious, functional, productive places. With all the contradictions of the man whose income was to come from decorating drawing-rooms, he considered the kitchen the best room in the house.


The small boy had his own garden, first of many. All his gardens were beautiful, wrote the old friend who had seen most of them. William Morris’s early interest in individual flower forms is not so surprising in the person who became the most floral of designers. At Woodford Hall he studied the family copy of John Gerard’s Herball (1597), an encyclopaedic study with meticulous drawings of plant forms. As a child he was already developing his sense of floral colours, textures, scents, structures and life cycles. Growing up when he did, he was poised between the Romantic and the Darwinian: this underlaid his clarity and gave him his robust curiosity. Looking at him looking at flowers, one is conscious of the Victorian spirit of botanical inquiry being transfigured by a sensuous delight, an onrush of accumulated memory and meaning. In the 1890s Morris was describing a particularly beautiful full-blown pink and blue hepatica, remembering that this was the flower he used to love so much when he was ‘quite a little boy’.


He had deep appreciation of a garden’s possibilities. Gardening was another of those esoteric subjects his friends perceived he knew about almost as if by instinct. He was not the great practitioner, he did not wield the spade; but the making and nurturing of gardens satisfied his organizing powers and his most private urges. The gardens he created were a strange and lovely mixture of formality and wildness, reflecting quite uncannily the tension between the conservative and radical in Morris’s own temperament. In so much of his writing, both poetry and prose, a garden is set right at the emotional centre, the place of discovery, the end of the long journey, where lovers meet and linger, on a carved primaeval bench, by a swiftly flowing fountain, by a mediaeval trellis. There are always scents and blossoms. It becomes almost a formula. Even the peripheral buildings, summer houses, huts and tool sheds, are drawn into the emotional landscape, invested with the sharpness of a desperate nostalgia. In The Novel on Blue Paper John, the highly strung young hero, just before a disconcerting encounter with his father, runs out into the tool shed and ‘in after days he could never smell the mixed scent of a tool-house, with its bast mats and earthy roots and herbs, in a hot summer evening, without that evening, with every word spoken and gesture made, coming up clear into his memory’. Outside, the sweet-smelling abundant kitchen garden; the musky smell of promise exuding from the melon beds, where the melon globes are swelling so absurdly in their dung-heaps; the fullness of the bush from which John with such impatience strips the first of the white currants: these are images of things known well in Morris’s childhood, intimations of remembered garden landscapes of desire.


From Morris’s later descriptions, his childhood was in many ways idyllic. He was ‘the happy child on a sunny holiday’, when he had ‘everything that he could think of’. In its old-fashioned way it was a reassuring household, generous and solid, with gregarious rituals: a full-blown Christmas and an even more lavish celebration of Twelfth Night when the Masque of St George was performed and the children were given half a tumbler of rum punch. William, the eldest son, was evidently petted and indulged. He was allowed to play with his sisters’ precious miniature tea set and dinner set, including an early Georgian silver tea urn and teaspoons: his indoctrination into that traditionally female world of household objects. His father took the small boy on expeditions: one was to the Chiswick Horticultural Gardens; another to the Isle of Wight, where Black Gang Chine enthralled him. He was told that it had been inhabited by pirates. He was given a miniature suit of armour and rode around the park on his Shetland pony wearing it. Bernard Shaw, a protégé of later years, attributed Morris’s bouts of petulance to this early history of pampering, the way he was treated almost as a little prince.


But even as a small child William was prone to terrors. There was often a black cloud, like the one Guest, the narrator, encounters at the end of the novel News from Nowhere, rolling down the village street to envelop him inexorably, like a nightmare of his childish days. Morris was always haunted by his childhood image of the stocks at Woodford, still in the 1840s standing on the wayside green in the middle of the village:




beside them stood the Cage, a small shanty some 12 ft sq.: and as it was built of brown brick roofed with blue slate, I suppose it had been quite recently in use, since its style was not earlier than the days of Fat George. I remember that I used to look at these two threats of law (and) order with considerable terror, and decidedly preferred to walk on the other side of the road.





That description, in a letter to his daughter written in the 1880s, shows with what immense exactness the details of the structure, the dimensions, materials, had been stored up in his mind. Morris became almost a connoisseur of prisons. Many of his early poems dwell on physical imprisonment, and even as a child there is a sense he was aware of other sorts of prisons, the confinements of the heart.


William Morris’s relations with his mother were peculiarly tortuous. Emma Morris’s family, in the bourgeois hierarchy of Worcester, was socially and culturally above her husband’s. The Sheltons could trace back their origins to Henry Shelton, mercer, of Birmingham in Henry VII’s reign. They were prosperous merchants and small landowners with a particular bias towards music: two of Emma’s uncles became singing canons of Worcester Cathedral and Westminster Abbey; a third, Joseph, was more visually orientated and became an art teacher in Worcester. There was much in her background to have made her sympathetic to the inner compulsions of the creative life. She was small and fair and sweet looking. Her granddaughters adored the picture in her bedroom showing her as a young woman, slightly smiling, with her fair hair dressed in loops and bows, her slim arms enveloped in a careless blue scarf, her hands almost hidden under the long sleeves secured at the wrists with golden bracelets. The dress, as described by May Morris, was ‘beautifully blue’. Blue was William Morris’s own favourite colour. The picture of his mother sounds like one of his dream portraits of decorous yet slightly décolleté young women. Yet, although he loved her, she would disappoint him subtly and dismayingly the whole of her long life.


Throughout his childhood, his mother was often pregnant. Morris tended to be unsympathetic to the pregnant. In his socialist polemic it was the fact of childbirth that prevented him allowing that women could be equals of men in the economy of labour. There was perhaps an element of fear in his view of pregnancy: ‘the babe ’neath thy girdle that groweth unseen’. Pregnant women belong to Morris’s gallery of shape changers, the damsels into swans, queens into old crones, ladies into fork-tongued sea dragons that populate his stories. Morris sensed his mother’s curious apartness, superficially vivacious, intellectually inert: not unlike the mother in The Novel on Blue Paper, ‘whose sweet and kindly feelings hardly included passions, as her dreamy and vague mind hardly included reason’. Emma Morris was good natured, but she did not like disturbances. She was one of nature’s compulsive glossers over; and the sense of loss so deep and sharp in Morris’s writing is not just a matter of his marital despairs but also derives from a complex knowledge of the hazards of real communication between sons and their mothers. In The Pilgrims of Hope, Morris’s romantic poem of the Commune, the mother holds her baby son in a bitter-sweet embrace:








                                         ‘and yet ’twixt thee and me


Shall rise that wall of distance, that round each one doth grow,


And maketh it hard and bitter each other’s thought to know.’











‘I used to dread Sunday when I was a little chap.’ For Morris, Woodford Sundays had longueurs identical to those he would complain about when drawing from a model: a similar feeling of doing the unnatural, and the same resentment at having to keep still, an agony to anyone so naturally restless. The Morrises were narrowly Evangelical. William later referred bitterly to the ‘rich establishment puritanism’ of his upbringing. He had been baptized on 25 July 1834, four months after his birth, at the church of St Mary’s, Walthamstow. The Morris children were forbidden to play with Nonconformists, being taught that Dissenters were undesirable and Unitarians beyond the pale completely. However, an exception was made for Quakers. Sanderson & Co. was a firm with Quaker leanings and indeed the Quakers were in dominant positions in many London banking and bill-broking cliques. It seems probable that Morris’s father owed his own employment to distant family connections with the Quakers. So religion underpinned the Morris family prosperity. At Woodford the hall was close to the church, with a private doorway leading through into the churchyard. Henrietta, in her plaid skirt and trim jacket, was empowered to keep the younger children in order through the service, and seems to have been particularly strict with William. ‘O Willie, you naughty boy!’ was her refrain. It is tempting to see her as the first of the succession of those sadistic women, eyes glittering, whips lashing, the overwrought she-demons of Morris’s fairytales.


The religion of his childhood was a literal piety: a child’s picture-book view of hell and of damnation, with the directness of personal devotion to Jesus Christ, the saviour and friend. What effect would this have had on Morris’s perceptions? Edward Burne-Jones, his partner and co-designer, used to claim that the child brought up on the Last Judgement was enriched: ‘though it did fill our childhood with terrors, it was an incitement to our imaginations, and there’s no telling what good there is in that.’ Certainly the stained-glass windows made by Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co. from the 1860s onwards, several thousand of them, reflect a very intimate knowledge of the Bible. ‘Abraham’s Sacrifice’; ‘Enoch and the Angel’; ‘Noah Building the Ark’; ‘Daniel in the Lion’s Den’; ‘Christ Walking on the Water’; ‘Christ Healing the Woman with an Issue of Blood’: the depiction of these stories has a matter-of-fact quality. They are not outlandish, they are part of a known landscape. It is this immediacy, this sense of domesticity, that sets them apart from almost all the other stained-glass windows of their time. The dove that descends to Mary in William Morris’s ‘Annunciation’ window is not a rarefied bird, but ragged, rather homely; paschal lambs are white and woolly like the lambs of rural England; in the Morris & Co. window in the chancel of St Michael and St Mary Magdalene in Easthampstead the dead push their way up through the flagstones towards Heaven as if they were ascending literally through the pavement of a mid-Victorian city. And talking of ‘Last Judgements’, the immense blue, green and scarlet Burne-Jones window made in the 1890s for Birmingham Cathedral is the pictorial masterpiece of the Victorian age.




*





Morris tended to view children as detached, mysterious people, figures from another tribe. He notes strange little encounters with children in his letters: the thirteen-year-old bell-boy in Scotland, so self-confident; the children who loom up out of the mist on the lonely strand in Iceland, offering him fish. You find similarly self-sufficient children in his stories. Children happily camping in the reclaimed wood of Kensington appear in News from Nowhere, Morris’s novel of the future; they hang about the little tents pitched on the greensward. Some of the children have fires burning with cooking pots suspended above them, ‘gipsy fashion’. In The Novel on Blue Paper John meets ‘a little brown-faced girl with a basket and a solemn stumped-tailed mongrel of a dog’. He is cheered up by the sight of her. The odd subdued contentment of such not quite adult people with their own preoccupations seems to be a sign of hope.


Morris in his own childhood became adept at pursuing his own interests. He soon began to wander and discovered in the landscape his own stimulus and solace. The flat, marshy Essex countryside he roamed through on his pony is often in the background of his poetry and stories. ‘I was always a lover of the sad Lowland Country’ says Frank in ‘Frank’s Sealed Letter’, an early Morris story, launching into a defence of the recherché beauties of ‘that spreading of the broad marsh lands round the river Lea’. In one of the most famous passages in News from Nowhere Morris’s prophetic vision of the England of the future is focused on that landscape:




Past the Docks eastward and landwards it is all flat pasture, once marsh, except for a few gardens, and there are very few permanent dwellings there: scarcely anything but a few sheds and cots for the men who come to look after the great herds of cattle pasturing there. But however what with the beasts and the men, and the scattered red-tiled roofs and the big hayricks, it does not make a bad holiday to get a quiet pony and ride about there on a sunny afternoon of autumn, and look over the river and the craft passing up and down, and on to Shooter’s Hill and the Kentish uplands, and then turn round to the wide green sea of the Essex marshland, with the great domed line of the sky, and the sun shining down in one flood of peaceful light over the long distance.





Morris, child of the Romantic age, had sensed himself the outcast. The households of his childhood, solid, kindly, were constricting. He depended on long distances, complex unnerving vistas, surprises in the setting of the buildings in the landscape. He looked for ecstasy, ‘that delightful quickening of perception by which everything gets emphasized and brightened, and the commonest landscape looks lovely’. He could find it almost anywhere: in Iceland, in Great Yarmouth. That early Essex countryside had taught him what it was.


Morris understood the movement of the water through the country, how rivers change their character, broadening, then narrowing within their tall reed walls. He appreciated the detail of the river: the speckled small fish, the water under the willow boughs, from which the tiny flies they fed on fell in myriads; the great chub splashing at a late moth in the morning. These sights and sounds would bring back the rivers of his childhood. At Woodford he had his first glimpses of the tributaries of the Thames making desultory progress through the marshes and the cornfields. On these waters there were boats with white and red-brown sails. The Thames was to become William Morris’s river, regarded almost as his personal possession, traversed from end to end, grumbled at, protected, defended vehemently from the threats of the so-called Thames Conservancy Board. The river was for him a spiritual investment, an essential human link back to antiquity and history. One of his fiercest protests was made in the 1870s to the Metropolitan Board of Works. The Board’s proposal to raise and open up the Water Gate of York House in the Strand seemed to him like sacrilege: ‘in its present position’, wrote Morris, ‘the Gate serves to mark the ancient course of the Thames’.


As a child he saw the river as escape and as adventure. Even in middle age the mere sight of calm, clear water near the church at Inglesham made him long for an expedition. Wilfrid Blunt once commented that Morris, on the river, underwent a kind of change of personality, becoming playful, charming. Water for Morris was a lure, a titillation, often used as a starting point in his romances when his heroines are apt to disrobe and tiptoe down through gilded gates to hidden waterways where little boats lie waiting to speed them up the river. Waters held a sexual promise. In The Sundering Flood we are not far from consummation in ‘the dark green deeps and fierce downlong swirl of the stream’.


The boy had set off into the depths of Epping Forest like a small-scale version of one of his own heroes. Like Lionel the wood child in ‘Golden Wings’, equipped with magic armour by his mother, the witchwoman; like Thiodolph in The House of the Wolfings walking steadily onwards away from his familiar tribal dwelling place into a wood so dense that little of the heavens could be seen ‘save the crown of them, because of the tall tree-tops’. In Morris’s iconography of nature a forest was the place where you both lost yourself and found yourself. A forest is monotonous but also very complex with its thicknesses and clearings, its dryness and its marshiness, its sameness and yet total versatility of colour: the amassing of what seems like almost every shade of green.


William Morris’s ideal forests were enormous: ‘I don’t care much about a wood unless it is a very big one,’ Morris once wrote to Georgiana Burne-Jones, pouring scorn on Buscot wood for being a mere coppice. Epping Forest, an area much larger then than now, was defined by Morris as ‘certainly the biggest hornbeam wood in these islands, and I suppose in the world’. When young he knew it ‘yard by yard’ from Wanstead to the Theydons, and from Hale End to the Fairlop Oak. In the course of his campaign in the 1890s to save Epping Forest from the greed of the developers Morris recollected the effect the forest had on him. ‘In those days,’ he wrote bitterly, ‘it had no more foes than the gravel stealer and the rolling fence maker and was always interesting and always beautiful.’


It was part of Morris’s argument that Epping, of all forests, was magnificently idiosyncratic: its special character came from the strangeness of the hornbeam, ‘a tree not common save in Essex and Herts’. The hornbeams were regularly lopped and pollarded, a practice that increased their natural tendency to knobbliness. These were majestically grotesque trees, interspersed with lower-lying shiny, spiky holly thickets. The result, said Morris, was ‘a very curious and characteristic wood, such as can be seen nowhere else’. There was the added oddness of two earthworks in the forest: Loughton Camp, an early Iron Age encampment on a spur of the land, roughly oval in shape with its single rampart and forty-five-feet-wide ditch; and Ambresbury Banks, an Iron Age hill-fort, rectangular in plan, enclosing twelve acres, the walls broken by two entrances, one of them mediaeval. Morris, child and adult, was extremely keen on earthworks. He always saw his role as the defender of the mystery: ‘we want a thicket, not a park, in Epping Forest.’ He believed there was a certain morality in wildness, a recuperative value. In the Socialist days, no doubt with his encouragement, Epping was the site of a Socialist League picnic. May Morris remembered it: ‘I have a sudden vision of a long train of loaded pleasure-vans with red flags waving, threading their way through the narrow streets of the City eastwards to Epping Forest.’ A few of the Socialists wandered away quietly into the bracken with Morris who showed them the great hornbeams and talked of his childhood days there.


Morris learned about birds in the garden and the forest. He could identify them easily. He knew a lot about them. In later years in London Cormell Price wrote in his diary that Morris could ‘go on for hours about their habits: but especially about their form’. The birds in William Morris’s tapestries and chintzes show his delight in their colours and their plumage. Both he and Burne-Jones especially loved feathers: not just birds’ feathers but the divine feathers in their angels’ wings. As a boy at Woodford William Morris used to birds’-nest and when he proposed later, in a letter to a client, to paint her boudoir woodwork ‘a light blue green colour like a starling’s egg’ he spoke from exact knowledge of the real thing.


He responded to the drama of the isolated building: the cottage in the clearing; the tower on the hillside. Again this was a part of his Romantic sensibility. As a boy he had discovered Queen Elizabeth’s Hunting Lodge at Chingford. This was a strange erection in the middle of the forest, originally built as a ‘Greate Standinge’ or grandstand from which Henry VIII could watch the hunt on Chingford Plain. The King was by then too portly to ride after the deer. The lodge’s upper floors were originally open, making spectators’ balconies, but by Morris’s day the space had been filled in and the original timberwork enclosed in lath and plaster. The picturesque lodge standing so four-square in the landscape was not in fact unknown: by the early nineteenth century it had its local tourists. Pictures of the 1830s show picnickers in groups around the lawn. But Morris, in describing the first visit of his childhood, endued the lodge with things he always hoped to find in buildings: solid structure; quirky detail; the sense of the organic, the accretion of past history; and a certain loneliness.


He had evidently made his way in through the ground-floor kitchen, hung with the tenant farmer’s flitches of bacon, and on up the large wide stairway which Queen Elizabeth reputedly ascended on her horse. The upper floor was then at least partially finished, being used for local Manor Court proceedings. From this vantage point Morris looked outward on to the forest with its oddness of texture: huge gnarled trees with the ground beneath reduced to smoothness by grazing sheep. Looking inward Morris saw the sort of room he loved immediately and always sought to emulate in one way or another. The bareness of its outline and the richness of the detail; space, strength and masculinity; the overtones of chivalry. Morris’s ideal interiors are here. Much later in his lecture ‘The Lesser Arts of Life’ he tried to explain the impact of the upper room at Chingford ‘hung with faded greenery, and the impression of romance it always made on him’. Things worked on Morris’s imagination just as words did: as a child he was absorbing the visual and verbal with the same degree of intensity. He compared his own responses to the Tudor room at Chingford to the feeling that came over him whenever he read, and re-read, the very literary description of the Green Room at Monkbarns in Sir Walter Scott’s The Antiquary: ‘yes, that was more than upholstery, believe me’.


The faded greenery Morris recollected was in fact a succession of figurative tapestries hung around the room in the mediaeval manner. They apparently depicted mythological and rural scenes, not unlike the hangings at Ruddywell Court in The Novel on Blue Paper, tapestries ‘in which knights and ladies were walking and playing amid a faded grey garden, populous with pheasants and rabbits’. The tapestries at Chingford were part of the general mustiness and dustiness of ambience that Morris enjoyed in the battered-about building. But he also appreciated something more specific: his susceptibility to embroideries and carvings was already unusually sharp. A particular picture of Abraham and Isaac worked in brown worsted was a long-remembered object; he had also observed carefully ‘a carved ivory junk with painted and gilded puppets in it in a glass case’. As a child he showed no interest in paintings or in drawings: given ordinary pictures he could not understand them. What he liked was the three-dimensional, the tactile. Here already were the seeds of the revival by Morris and Burne-Jones from the 1880s onwards of the art of large-scale tapestry, the art Burne-Jones described as ‘half way between painting and ornament’. He added: ‘I know nothing that’s so deliciously half way.’




*





This was the beginning of the age of gazing. The Pre-Raphaelites were soon to rediscover what they saw as a lost innocence of vision, scrutinizing with an almost manic intensity the blades of the grass, the veins of the leaves, the bumps on the pebbles. Holman Hunt’s poor sheep and goats were subjected to scrutiny for days. The Anglo-Catholic church architects, with a similar extremism, studied the genuine mediaeval architecture, sketching, measuring it up, and looking at it fervently. G. F. Bodley, the church architect, an early patron of Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co., arrived at his extraordinary knowledge of Early French Gothic by a long process of gazing; the style entered his bloodstream so that people sometimes wondered if his buildings were old or new. Exploring the country around Woodford, stopping and examining the ruins and the churches, William Morris too was on a training course in observation. He, of all people, learned to articulate his gazing. No one described better ‘that exhilarating sense of space and freedom which satisfactory architecture always gives to an unanxious man who is in the habit of using his eyes’.


Some of the Essex churches were obscure, small, queer ones. As a boy Morris took in the touching details of each building: the monuments and brasses that related the church to its community, locality. It seems that more than anything the wall paintings excited him, launching him into little visionary passages: in one unfinished story Kilian, drinking from the fountain, sees men and women thronging ‘clad in albes of white and sky colour, and rosy red, and fresh greens like to the angels painted on the walls about the high altar in the church of St James by the Water’. In The Well at the World’s End Ralph appears just like ‘the angel painted on the choir of the church’. A church’s large assemblage of oddities inspired him. His architect friend Philip Webb would vouch for the effect on Morris’s later attitude to buildings of the ‘peculiar’ Essex churches of his childhood roamings. Morris was the pioneer of the irreligious visit, the forerunner of twentieth-century Pevsnerians. He tended to treat a church like a museum, milking it for what it could tell him of the meaning of his country. Already William Morris had a cognizance of England as not grandiose and savage but mobile and domestic. As he came to describe it:




all is measured, mingled, varied, gliding easily one thing into another: little rivers, little plains, swelling, speedily-changing uplands, all beset with handsome orderly trees; little hills, little mountains, netted over with the walls of sheep walks: all is little; yet not foolish and blank, but serious rather, and abundant of meaning for such as choose to seek it: it is neither prison nor palace, but a decent home.





As well as little churches, huge cathedrals were a part of it. When he was about eight Morris’s father took him to Canterbury Cathedral. At the time Chingford church was the only substantial Gothic building he had seen. Morris later described in terms of awe the impact that Canterbury made on him when he first stood in it as a little boy. He told Wilfrid Blunt he felt the gates of Heaven had been opened to him. Blunt, after such an accolade, went on his own visit but he was disappointed. This was 1896, the year of Morris’s death, and tremendous restoration work was under way.


From his first sight of Canterbury a cathedral became Morris’s dream building. Quite literally so: his own dreams were filled with buildings, and cathedrals are the setting for several of Morris’s dream narratives. The grand out-of-scale stone structures loom over his townscapes as they do in the strange etchings of that later mediaevalist and devotee of Morris’s, the Chipping Campden artist F. L. Griggs. With emotions so strong as to be almost insane, Morris identified himself with the cathedral. He had only to look at a cathedral such as Peterborough to feel he had himself been one of its own builders. This is why he responded as if personally threatened when he felt a cathedral was being despoiled. Peterborough was another of the churches of his childhood. His accumulated feeling for its wonders would pour out of him in one of the most spectacular passages in The Earthly Paradise, the Wanderer’s description of the west front of Peterborough under construction:








                                         I, who have seen


So many lands, and midst such marvels been,


Clearer than those abodes of outland men,


Can see above the green and unburnt fen


The little houses of an English town,


Cross-timbered, thatched with fen-reeds coarse and brown,


And high o’er these, three gables, great and fair,


That slender rods of columns do upbear


Over the minster doors, and imagery


Of kings, and flowers no summer field doth see,


Wrought on these gables. Yea, I heard withal,


In the fresh morning air, the trowels fall


Upon the stone, a thin noise far away;


For high up wrought the masons on that day,


Since to the monks that house seemed scarcely well


Till they had set a spire or pinnacle


Each side the great porch.











Sydney Cockerell, Morris’s secretary, once suggested a cathedral game. Ford Madox Brown was Peterborough, Philip Webb was Durham, Edward Burne-Jones was Wells. He hit problems with Rossetti, so emphatically of the passionate south: ‘Is Monreale the nearest we can get to him?’ Morris was definitely to be Lincoln. This would have pleased him. He admired Lincoln’s great quality, its ‘kind of careful delicacy of beauty’. No other English minster he ever saw came up to it: he called it ‘in short a miracle of art’.


Morris came to feel that his first pleasures, the things he claimed to have discovered for himself, were stronger than anything else he had in life. On the holiday on which he first saw Canterbury Cathedral he also saw the minster in Thanet. Fifty years later Morris managed to describe it from memory precisely, although he had not been there in the intervening years. On the same eventful journey Morris saw his first illuminated manuscript. It gave him the same twinges of rapture he had had on his first sight of the cathedral: a precocious reaction for a child. Morris was revealing his peculiar ability for finding his pleasures in the recondite and, through his energies in pursuing these enthusiasms, for transforming obscure subjects into common currency. He was right about the lasting strength of those first pleasures. He was not perhaps quite honest about their derivation. It was after all his father who had brought him within reach of them: it was under his aegis that the child had seen the marvels of the churches and the manuscripts. But in later years when he rejected with such vigour, even with such cruelty, the values of his father this was not a provenance he would have wanted to admit.




*





When he was nine William Morris was sent off to a preparatory school, the Misses Arundale’s Academy for Young Gentlemen. It was two miles away from Woodford Hall and he rode there on his pony. This was his first formal place of education. Up till then he had been taught in a haphazard way at home by his sisters and their governesses. He was ten before he was taught to write; but in two months he learned to write competently. He remembered the pains of being taught to spell, forced to stand on a chair with his shoes off as a punishment for making so many mistakes. Morris was never a good speller. He was cavalier about it. He was a notoriously careless proof-reader later in his life.


A year or two later the school moved to George Lane in Woodford, much nearer Woodford Hall. Morris continued there, first as a day boy. This period of his schooldays is confusingly recorded. Mackail maintains that Morris later boarded with the Misses Arundale; May Morris reports that her father was a boarder briefly at a school of Dr Greg’s. What does seem certain, and significant, is that Morris was a boarder at a school only a few hundred yards from his own home. May describes how he used to see his family at church on Sundays but was not allowed to speak to them. The sudden enforced isolation, so near and yet so far from his familiar childhood setting, may partly account for the vituperative tone of his later account of his tribulations as the child of the conventional rich: ‘my parents’, wrote Morris, ‘did as all right people do, shook off the responsibility of my education as soon as they could; handing me over first to nurses, then to grooms and gardeners, and then to a school – a boy farm I should say. In one way or another I learned chiefly one thing from all these – rebellion to wit.’ He added that if his parents had been poorer and had had more character they would have tried to educate him. The consequences might have been even more traumatic. In the century before the 1960s’ child uprisings and the Little Red Book’s demands for juvenile autonomy, Morris came to the conclusion that children have as much need for revolutions as the proletarians have.


Morris’s life can be seen as a whole sequence of awakenings, widening out like the ripples on the mill pond until his opposition to prevailing custom and practice brought him to the outer edge of possibility. The first of the awakenings came in these early schooldays. Morris had been brought up in a mainly female household. He was closest in age to his two sisters: there was less than a year between him and Henrietta. There was then a three-year gap between William and his brothers. Stanley, Rendall and Arthur, following in quick succession, tended to band together. These were tougher children, united in their embryonic masculine pursuits. The day-to-day administration of the household was done by Morris’s mother. This was a large task at which she was efficient. Morris did not underestimate the value of good housekeeping. Was he thinking of his mother when he wrote in News from Nowhere, ‘don’t you know that it is a great pleasure to a clever woman to manage a house skilfully, and to do it so that all the house-mates about her look pleased and are grateful to her?’ As the delicate child at the centre of that household he developed an affinity with female occupations: cooking, sewing, overseeing garden flowers, garden produce, decoration of the house, the family festivities. There was a certain softness in his background, natural affiliations to quiet household things. All this was swept away when Morris first went to the boy farm, with a decisiveness that had the force of a whole culture shock: for the first time he was aware of the routines and the assumptions that marked the route to a separate male world.


In that world Morris’s father was by now a figure of swaggering success. In 1843, the year that Morris went to school, William Morris Senior was granted a coat of arms from the Herald’s College: ‘Azure, a horse’s head erased argent between three horseshoes or, and for crest, on a wreath of the colours, a horse’s head couped argent, charged with three horseshoes in chevron sable’. For Morris, whose love of heraldry and the ritual of chivalry was combined with deep distrust of commercial practice, this coat of arms posed problems he would never totally resolve. In the early 1840s Morris’s father began to speculate in the booming share market. In this he joined his brothers: Thomas, the coal merchant who lived in Camberwell, with interests in South Wales, and Francis, who lived in Denmark Hill, and was a member of the Coal Exchange. Their involvement in the financing of West Country copper mining was inherently risky but potentially lucrative. William Morris Senior and his brother Thomas formed a consortium with the family stockbroking firm of P. W. Thomas & Sons to put up the finance to begin prospecting in Blanchdown Woods on the Devon bank of the Tamar, the Duke of Bedford’s land. The Devonshire Great Consolidated Copper Mining Co., later to be known as Devon Great Consols, was registered as a joint stock company in 1845. Of 1,024 shares the Morris brothers between them held 304, Thomas becoming the resident director, in control of the company from day to day. Their triumphant speculation was to provide the basis of the Morrises’ 1840s’ fortunes: they were what would now be called seriously rich. Shared risk-taking and shared affluence united still more closely the family already temperamentally so clannish. A copper mine was named Wheal Emma after Morris’s mother when it was opened up in 1848.


Sometimes William Morris’s father would take him to the City. He watched several Lord Mayor’s Shows from the upper storeys of the office at King William Street. Brought up for the day, and left there until called for, he would entertain himself watching the tea dealers opposite making up interesting packets of tea and coffee. Morris always liked small traders. He enjoyed their skills and deftness and tended to treat shopkeeping as an oasis of relative innocence in the retrograde commercial world. In News from Nowhere it is children who are shopkeepers, plying their trade with the usual demureness of Morris’s fictional children, packing up tobacco in a red morocco bag as nicely as the shopkeepers he used to watch in King William Street. But there is a difference: in Morris’s Utopia necessities, even desired objects, are all free.


Morris had deeply divided feelings about cities: the city and the country; urban squalor, wealth of culture; the power of a city to create and to destroy. The sense of those bleak contrasts, which he knew because he lived them, made him one of the acutest and most troubling commentators on the city in the whole Victorian period. His perceptions of cities, in particular his long love-hate relationship with London, began early, back in those childhood days. He already saw London as a place of vast uncertainty, viewed from a distance:








Hark, the wind in the elm boughs! From London it bloweth


And telling of gold, and of hope and unrest.











Morris built his later critique of the city on the alienation factor, the ability of cities to turn people to automatons and deaden human passions. He was one of the prime poets of the city as the nightmare: ‘a crowd that swept o’er us in measureless streams’. But Morris could also see his cities as resplendent, goals and havens where morality will always reassert itself. This is the double vision that makes him so resourceful and so credible a prophet. In so many of his stories the city takes its role as the place of ratification, recognition, where the rightful king is crowned and the lovers are united with banners, feasts and joustings and elaborate processions. In Morris’s vivid visual imagination, scarlet and yellow cities are where his stories end.




*





What exactly was his father doing in the City? With his fearsome child’s acuity it dawned on him his father was doing very little; or anyway not following the sort of occupation Morris in his later days would regard as manly. To Morris the idea of work became equated with creative vigour and directness: mental and manual effort that resulted in the actual production of a carpet, a story, a translation of The Iliad. His father’s form of business activity, in contrast, was abstract and complicated to the point of being arcane. His primary occupation of bill broking was a middleman activity par excellence, involving the raising of bills of exchange, much used in the days before the banks offered their customers loan or overdraft facilities. These were orders to pay a particular sum by a specified date. The purchaser could claim the full amount when it was due or sell it on, at a discount, to a further buyer. The younger William Morris was caustic about bill broking. He once said that if he had gone into it he would have broken the bills into very small bits. His father’s subsequent and yet more profitable ventures into West Country copper mines were even remoter and in a way more shameful, involving cynical exploitation of labour and large-scale despoliation, with the Duke’s co-operation, of the Devon countryside. In the valley of the Tamar near Tavistock the buildings and the slag heaps of those mines can still be seen.


A savage little squib, ‘The Boy Farms at Fault’, appears in Commonweal, the Socialist journal edited by Morris, for 30 July 1887. Using the dialogue method he developed to grab the attention of his largely working-class readers Morris mounts a comic confrontation between the rich businessman father and his son returning home for the school holidays. The father attacks his son for holiday lethargy, pointing out how hard he himself works as the provider of food, clothes, a fine home and an expensive schooling. The son turns on his father and says, ‘What do you do, Pa, when you’re not having a holiday?’ He reminds him of the day he spent with his father in his City office the Christmas before: his father’s so-called work consisted of reading the paper, chastising the clerks (who did what work there was to do), writing a letter and having a luxurious lunch with a client before going home:




‘Come, Pa, turn to and make me wiser now by telling me how it is that you can’t stand me doing nothing and boring people through the holidays, and you keep me gratis all the while; and there you are all the while doing the same thing, and being kept gratis; and you would be very much surprised if they were to send you off to a man-farm and try to get something out of you in the way of work – a big strong chap like you.’





The father’s parting sally is a wonderful example of Morris’s ability to play with his past and use the past to feed the present. ‘I wonder what will happen to that boy. Suppose he should turn Socialist when he grows up!!’


What he hated in his father was the lack of self-awareness. He explained this, in remarkably public context, in a letter to the Manchester Guardian in 1884, referring sardonically to the rich men of Manchester:




I wonder if any of them remember an old story, that was taught me when I was a boy, about a beggar and a rich man. I was naive enough then, and it used to make me feel very uncomfortable, I remember, though I don’t think it had the same effect on my father, who was a city man and very ‘religious’.





Even as a boy he found his father an embarrassment. There is all the force of recollected agony in the passage in The Novel on Blue Paper in which Arthur, home from school, enters the inn at Hamington and feels ‘quite queer’ at seeing some strange farmers there in case they should begin to talk about his father. One of the most passionate underlying arguments of William Morris’s attacks on capitalist wealth was the human one that wealth involved a change of personality. The action of making oneself rich was itself damaging: ‘rich men are most commonly damned stingy’; ‘I’ve never known a man who hasn’t been spoilt by the accession of wealth’. He had watched the aggrandizement of his own father. Did William Morris Senior deserve all this opprobrium? An interesting comment has survived from a little local newssheet of the 1840s:




We advise the far-famed auctioneer, W. Morris of Woodford Hall, not to be so uncharitable as to try to prevent your peoples from getting water, this severe weather, from off his premises – his worthy predecessor did not act in this manner. Look out, old boy, for all the world knows what you are and what you have been.





The tone is sharp, if jocular; it seems the squire of Woodford Hall behaved with the arrogance of the nouveau riche.


Woodford Hall seems to have been a pocket of immunity in the social upheavals of the period. The ‘condition of England’ question was obsessing, and dividing, more liberally inclined professional families by the middle 1840s. Political debates passed the Morris household by. At Woodford Hall, Carlyle was not a name to conjure with. The family prosperity depended upon financial speculation and, at a further remove, on the employment of labour in the Devon copper mines in less than humane conditions. But what were the responsibilities of the employers? There is no sign that the Morrises were even aware of the weight of contemporary arguments against an economy in which the cash payment was the sole basis of the relationship between the master and the employee. The facts were available. The Morrises were literate. They could have read Dickens. They could have read Disraeli’s ‘condition of England’ trilogy: Coningsby (1844), Sybil (1845) and Tancred (1847). Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton, published in 1848, was an accessible and blistering indictment of class disparity and the plight of the urban industrial poor. There is no sign that Morris family apathy was lifted even when the Great Chartist demonstration in London in 1848 brought social disturbances close to home.


The Morrises could not connect. The family psychology was ruefully and truthfully described by May Morris, William Morris’s second daughter, who in the 1930s subjected her own family to an almost sociological assessment, finding ‘amiable people of limited experience’ for whom the poor were always elsewhere. ‘If these kind harmless people’, wrote May,




were told that they were shutting their eyes in the face of great dangers, that they were shirking responsibilities and ignoring suffering, they would have been puzzled. They were sufficient to themselves; they gave in charity; they observed the Sabbaths; they treated their dependents well, even with affection in many cases.





Indeed the little nursemaid who used to put the infant William to bed stayed in the family for fifty years. For Morris such kindly inertia was baffling. Whereas he might have managed to excuse class prejudice, definable, opposable, what he could not forgive was his family’s sheer dullness. The incriminating dullness of the British middle classes was to surface as one of his most constant, bitter themes. Morris came to believe in the morality of action, like the hero of his story who had found within himself ‘the strongest will for good and evil’. No regrets for the impossible: Morris was a realist. But he later on arrived at ‘fierce determination’ to do everything he could.


The father and son image was one of the most potent of the period, and especially forceful in the banking fraternities of William Morris’s father. Morris told Wilfrid Blunt he had been groomed for the succession, as a matter of course. He gave Blunt a vivid picture of the agony entailed. There in the tensely autobiographical Novel on Blue Paper is the lingering remembrance of his fear of such a future: the son resists a posting to the Russian finance house. This same fear lay behind the terrifying picture, the most sharply imagined in any Morris story: the dream of the father on horseback, screaming, riding in pursuit of his son. The boy turned round to see his father ‘and his face was all aflame’.




*





In 1847, quite unexpectedly, Morris’s father died. He was only fifty. In the autobiographical account Morris supplied for Socialist propaganda in the 1880s he described the event curtly: ‘My father died in 1847 a few months before I went to Marlborough; but as he had engaged in a fortunate mining speculation before his death, we were left very well off, rich in fact.’


Morris evades completely the element of drama that surrounded his father’s death. Seven days later Sanderson & Co. suspended business. Their total liabilities amounted to over £2 million (about £200 million at current rates). That collapse caused consternation in the City, although it could perhaps have been predicted in the context of the national commercial and political crisis of 1847–48. Discount houses were put at particular risk by the inconsistent policies of the Bank of England which, after the Bank Act of 1844, began to lend money and to discount freely, in direct competition with the discount houses. In 1847, frightened by falling reserves, it reversed policy, and the London discount market effectively snarled up. It seems possible that business anxieties had caused or anyway accelerated the hyperactive William Morris Senior’s death. Sanderson’s itself made a partial recovery and the firm recommenced trading as Sanderson, Sandeman & Co. But the blow to Morris family finances was irreparable. It was not just a matter of the loss of the regular income of the former managing partner of the business. There was also the loss of his share of the partnership capital which Emma Morris could have withdrawn and reinvested, had not Sanderson’s itself got into difficulties. It seems possible that Mrs Morris was compelled to liquidate some personal assets to pay off Sanderson’s creditors. The family was now entirely dependent for its income on the interest from their shares in Devon Great Consols and these too had been falling in value. The decision was made to give up Woodford Hall and to move to a smaller house in the vicinity. The family was still by normal standards rich but a great deal less rich than before. At least some of these stresses must have devolved on William; as he once so rightly commented, children have a knack of absorbing information, even when too young to understand it absolutely. As the eldest son he was the pivot in that crisis. But of the year of financial turmoil that followed his father’s death he gave no hint.


The effect of that death should not be underestimated. As the years went by, the figure of his father became the more entrenched in William Morris’s mind as the capitalist villain, the symbol of hypocrisy. He became the prize example of the richness that in its reality was extreme poverty, in Morris’s great diatribes on richness versus wealth. Perhaps this was an example of absence breeding hatred: William Morris’s mother, after all, was physically there for most of her son’s life, to be visited and humoured and up to a point loved. It is easier for the dead and half-forgotten to acquire the status of the ogre in the mind.


Fixation on the father as the figure of anathema was an especially Victorian and Evangelical phenomenon. It was rife in Morris’s own Socialist-artistic milieu. C. R. Ashbee, the architect and Morris’s disciple, would cringe when he considered H. S. Ashbee’s background in finance and commodities and his scholarly relish for pornography. But Morris’s denunciation of his forebears has a desperate grandeur, an apocalyptic fury:




how often it consoles me to think of barbarism once more flooding the world, and real feelings and passions, however rudimentary, taking the place of our wretched hypocrisies. With this thought in my mind all the history of the past is lighted up and lives again to me.





Morris knew in his heart he was not so unlike his father. This was the cause of his self-castigation. It was one of the main reasons why the conscience of the rich arose in him in so extreme a form. His father was ambitious, resourceful and farsighted; Morris himself had these same Victorian virtues. In his involvement in West Country copper mining William Morris Senior showed his acumen and his financial nerve: Devon Consols were one of the successes of their period, imaginative, thorough. Morris’s own business, though more idealistic, was commercial innovation, highly conscious of its markets. No less than his father William Morris was the successful Victorian entrepreneur. Even his domestic life, in some respects so unconventional, had its built-in decorums. He was never a bohemian. He too was the Victorian paterfamilias. May Morris wrote fondly of the family’s ‘sheer faith’ in his doings; she and her sister Jenny would talk about their father with a loyalty and rapture that made their schoolfriends smile.


In denying his father Morris perpetuated the sense of his own loss. There are little intimations of this all though his writings. The father as the person of undisclosed potential, the father with the unsuspected hidden streak of sympathy: the sadness that these things could not now ever be pursued. In Morris’s late fairytale, the uncompleted ‘Kilian of the Closes’, the true nature of the father is the source of speculation. There was the suggestion that beneath the bluff exterior lay accretions of sorrow and remembrance of disaster; ‘and it was this picture of the latter days as they really were that touched Kilian’s heart to the quick at last, and he felt as if he had verily shared in the life of his father who was gone and who was indeed a part of him.’


This was the closest Morris came to an admission that in a profound sense he was his father’s son.



















CHAPTER TWO


Marlborough 1848–52





William Morris went to Marlborough College in February 1848 and acquired the nickname Crab. His father had bought the nomination to Marlborough, which was then a new school, not long before he died. Here Morris was remembered as the dark, thickset, rather solitary schoolboy sitting making nets for catching fish and birds hour after hour in the big schoolroom: he would fasten the net to a desk and work at it compulsively. Another image was of Morris the Marlborough madman, teased for eccentricity, ‘in reply to which he would rush roaring – but only half angry – with his head down and his arms whirling wildly, at his tormentors’. Perhaps this ferocious clawing action was the reason for his nickname. From this period at Marlborough the physical descriptions of Morris, one of the most-described Victorians, begin accumulating: there was something about him that riveted spectators, a sense of pent-up energy, his alternating stillness and eruptiveness. At school he first discovered the uses of collusion, helping in the manufacture of his erratic image. At Marlborough he developed the first instincts that made him such a powerful and provocative de-schooler, an educational anarchist in the tradition of Godwin, Kropotkin and Goodman, arguing with all his subversive common sense that children’s education was a matter too important to be settled by their parents. He saw Marlborough as boy farm on a colossal scale, as it remained for the following century, to judge from the memories of the literate.


The school had been opened only five years earlier, following the move westwards of the railway. The prospectus stressed its proximity to Swindon, ‘which is to be the great point of junction of the chief lines of railway in the kingdom’. This was a school with strong religious bias, founded by a group of clergymen, country gentlemen and lawyers, intended as the main Church of England school for the south of England, with a discount in fees for the sons of clergymen. Of the early intake, sons of clergy accounted for at least two thirds. (Later, the dominant influence was military.) When Morris arrived there were still signs of the chaos of the opening days in 1843 when the first 199 boys, some arriving by train, some in their fathers’ coaches, had converged on a school unfinished, underfunded, with no structure and no rules. The boys had run mad in the wilderness and stormed up and down the Mound, the ancient earthwork near the main school buildings, massacring frogs.
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2 The original buildings of Marlborough College, founded in 1843, five years before Morris arrived there as a pupil.








The intake increased fast. The school in that sense was successful. In 1848 Morris was one of 109 new boys, recorded in the register as ‘Morris, William, son of Mrs. Morris, Woodford Hall, Essex, aged 14’ (he was actually thirteen). Above him appears Money, below him appears Nicholls, respectively aged ten and eleven, both clergymen’s sons. By this time the number of boys at Marlborough had already risen above the total stipulated by the Council. There were over 500 boys in the school. But the mechanism was not geared to such expansion, resulting in an unusual regime of terror, surpassing even Winchester, which in those days was notoriously rough. A Marlborough history describes the years 1848 to 1852, the exact period Morris was a pupil, as the ‘gloomiest’ in the whole history of the school.


Marlborough is a red-brick school on the outskirts of the town, centred on an early eighteenth-century brick mansion originally built for the Duke of Somerset. This self-confident classical colonnaded building, originally crowned by a cupola, came to represent many of the things in architecture Morris most detested: this was power building, impressive and oppressive. Before being taken over by the school, it had already fallen from glory and become the Castle Inn. Around this ersatz mansion, the C-House of the school, arose a quick succession of new houses, the dining-hall and chapel. Building work was still in progress when Morris got to Marlborough. The architect was Edward Blore, a fashionable Gothicist and antiquarian scholar with an all-important reputation for economy. He had been called in to work at Buckingham Palace when Nash was dismissed for exceeding the budget. For Marlborough Blore chose a style, William and Mary, that was unusual in the mid-nineteenth century but which set a minor trend in educational building: Wellington College is similar in feeling. For Morris at Marlborough Blore’s meretricious buildings, with their disconcerting mixture of pomposity and cheeseparing, gave him an early insight into architectural shiftiness, a subject he returned to again and again with such tremendous scorn and vigour. The phrase he used for classicists like Blore was the Arabian one: these were architects of ‘the ignorance’.


Morris’s own house at Marlborough was A-house, recently completed. Outside it looked demure: one visitor described it as ‘like an Italian town palace’. Inside it was more brutal, an enormous cage or prison, a three-storey iron structure with a great well in the centre, rising to a skylight, the only source of daylight. It was almost a model for Bentham’s Panopticon, his scheme for improving prison discipline. This was an interior designed for public surveillance: privacy was non-existent. Again like a prison, the structure encouraged secret terrorizations, bullyings, cabals. Rugby’s ritual torture of the tossing in the blanket or toasting by the fire has haunted the English liberal conscience ever since Thomas Hughes’s Tom Brown’s Schooldays; Marlborough had an equivalent, the suspension of small boys in sheets over the upper banisters of A-house. Those who underwent it would sometimes be unable to speak at all of Marlborough after forty years, like victims from the concentration camps. Small boys’ ears were also bored with pins or pocket knives. Morris’s memories of A-house surface dourly in a letter to Philip Burne-Jones, at Marlborough in the 1870s. When he returned to look at it he thought his old room there ‘such a dismal place’. He added: ‘a troublous life I led of it there for two years after which I became a dignified person comparatively and was Captain of the room.’


Torture by boys was one thing. The diary of Morris’s friend and contemporary Robert Nunns records countless minor incidents of stealing, smashing, whacking, fighting as well as more specific bodily assaults: ‘Hughes and Glennie filled my mouth with dust’; ‘Hughes, Sidebottom and Hickman put me on the raft without oars and splashed me. Very wet all over’. But more insidious was the torture by the masters. In the late 1840s Marlborough was understaffed, most of the masters being men in holy orders. The school was badly organized, and staff morale was low. Teaching was carried out in two large draughty schoolrooms: Lower School and the new Upper School, in which the boys of nine forms spent their entire indoor lives. The only obvious way of keeping discipline was caning. Public and often indiscriminate caning was not at the time peculiar to Marlborough; but there it was apparently particularly vicious. Sometimes two masters would be caning simultaneously in the large schoolroom with a rhythm that seemed to a fascinated witness like that of two blacksmiths hammering on an anvil.


The ultimate punishment at Marlborough was flogging by the birch. The culprit was marched off between two prefects to the inner sanctum of the headmaster’s study from which emanated the familiar noises of the swish of the rod and the outstretched victim’s yells. The headmaster carried out this fearsome ceremony with a certain desperation: Dr Wilkinson of Marlborough was not a Dr Arnold of Rugby. He was inexperienced, pale, short, chinless and lacked gravitas. Under his headmastership the new school lurched disastrously beyond control. A boy of Morris’s generation described graphically ‘the crushing repressions which the new boy of artistic or intellectual taste encounters’. He himself arrived at school with a good knowledge of French and a strong taste for music. Over the next four years, in the struggle for existence, these tastes were ‘simply crushed out’.


How did Morris, then, a child of abnormal sensitivity, survive his years at Marlborough? It was partly that he learned to keep his distance. Indeed he regretted later that he had not done more fighting, since in his few fights he had come out quite successfully. Morris added:




for the rest I had a hardish time of it, as chaps who have brains and feelings generally do at school, or say in the world even, whose griefs are not much shared in by the hard and stupid: nor its joys either, happily so that we may be well content to be alive and eager, and to bear pain sometimes rather than to grow like rotting cabbages and not to mind it.





Morris has an extraordinary gift for transformation, for extracting possibilities from painful situations: here are the first signs of what one might describe as his creative stoicism.




*





As a small child William Morris had had a very random form of home-based education, reading with his sisters, pursuing what interested him in his surroundings. This remained in a way his ideal of education: ‘children’, he would often say, ‘bring each other up’. At the Misses Arundale’s school he had experienced for the first time an educational framework of school rules and school curricula. That had been a shock, but not on the scale of Marlborough. The Misses Arundale’s was a less formal school, nearer home and, like most small boys’ schools of the time, was run by women. Both at school and at home, until he went to Marlborough, women in fact were Morris’s chief figures of authority. At Marlborough he found himself in a community where the maleness was unfamiliar and alarming and where the attempted rigid discipline was no less onerous for being ineffective. There was a daily timetable, beginning with prayers at seven forty-five a.m., followed by lessons from eight to nine, from ten to twelve, from two to five. Although in those days Marlborough had no fixed uniform there were definite conventions about clothes and appearance and details of behaviour enforced with all the dogmatism of enclosed, inbred communities. A spoof letter in the school magazine of Morris’s period tells the sad story of the new boy’s Sunday cap: ‘Tom said that the braiding on the top of it was like an open tart, and some of the boys have pulled it off.’


Morris at Marlborough was desperately homesick. He poured out his feelings a little shamefacedly to his sister Emma, in a letter written in his second term at Marlborough, asking her for seven postage stamps and describing the isolated misery of the dark late October days, when the school gates shut at five o’clock and the lamps were lit simultaneously. ‘I am sure you must think me a great fool to be always thinking about home always, but I really can’t help it I don’t think it is my fault for there are such a lot of things I want to do and say, and see.’ This is the earliest of Morris’s extant letters. It is characteristic in its sweetness and confidingness: Morris wrote vivid letters, completely unselfconscious and rambling like his talk. What makes this letter so poignant is the fact that it was sent at the time the Morris family moved from Woodford Hall to Water House in Walthamstow. No one seems to have told him precisely which the new house was. Morris, with his deep need for rootedness, sounds anguished. Have they moved to the house that was once a Mrs Clarke’s house? ‘Or is it the one next to it where whenever I passed there were sure to come up to the street gate a whole legion of greyhounds Scotch, English, and Italian, do you know the one I mean?’


As a boy Morris had trained himself in rapid observation and mental spontaneity. At Marlborough he found himself in a foreign land of learning by rote: catechisms, translations, repetitions. He told Emma, ‘Today being a Saints day I am one to be chatechized [sic] in Evening Service today as I was also catechized last Sunday.’ He used to fulminate against his Marlborough education, saying that he learned nothing because nothing was taught. This was not entirely accurate. In some respects the teaching he received was a bombardment. But it was not what Morris meant by education. ‘We have begun the epistle of Dido to Aeneas,’ wrote a new boy of Morris’s period to his sister. ‘We do ten lines at a time and also 12 lines of the Vth book of Caesar. We also do a good deal of Greek or Latin grammar.’ Here at Marlborough in the late 1840s was a regime that was an almost exact counterpart of teaching at Rugby in the early 1830s, described in graphic detail in Hughes’s Tom Brown’s Schooldays. This was a deadly system that relied on correct answers and edged out of real thinking: a life of living by the crib.


Morris entered the school in the Fourth Form 1st Remove; he left three years later from the Fifth Form 2nd Remove. The teaching he received was based on the Classics. In the classical set Morris learned Greek and Latin, History and Divinity. The forms were subdivided into different divisions for Maths and French, the set for French being notoriously noisy. A Mr Fleuss is listed in the records for that period as teaching German and Drawing. It is not clear whether or not Morris was taught drawing, although his housemaster, the Rev. E. R. Pitman, was a competent artist in pen-and-ink. Morris does not refer to this at all. What he did record later, in the 1890s, was his boredom with his masters and their narrowness of vision. He put this in the context of his burgeoning contrariness: ‘I was educated at Marlborough under clerical masters, and I naturally rebelled against them. Had they been advanced men, my spirit of rebellion would have probably led me to conservatism merely as a protest. One naturally defies authority.’


There was certainly no question of the lessons being beyond him. This was after all the man who would intimidate his friends with his range and depth of knowledge: Wilfrid Blunt went so far as to describe him as ‘the strongest intellect I have had the good fortune to come into close contact with during my life’. He was never to be in the strictest sense a scholar but he had a very strenuous, retentive, clearcut intellect: the grand apotheosis of the magpie mind. At Marlborough his mediocre marks around the middle level of the class lists suggest a definite resistance to the system in which one could achieve success through a mere glibness. Morris loathed the spurious. He always found out fudgers. He had ways of telling instantly a guess from a known fact. The basis of his whole critique of education was his belief that there was a true and a false knowledge. Marlborough seemed to him, like Eton, a place equipped for teaching ‘rich men’s sons to know nothing’. The most they learned was to acquire a knowing suavity. When Morris actually went to Eton in the 1880s to lecture about Socialism his reception even by the boys was hostile. The master who invited him was embarrassed to remember the contrast between spruce, correct Etonians, dressed for the evening event in their white ties, and Morris himself, ‘the sturdy figure in the rough pilot coat and blue shirt and his curly solid head.’


Morris tended to exaggerate his failures as a schoolboy. He told Blunt he was always bottom in arithmetic: school records show his very worst placing as twelfth out of sixteen. At his best he rose to sixth. But certainly his cast of mind was never mathematical. He claimed he never knew a mathematician who could reason, and the study of mathematics was low on the agenda when he came to formulate his ideal curriculum. For Morris it was history that was the be-all and end-all. He saw history as solemn, deep and absolutely central: he accepted other subjects only in as far as they threw light on history. Despite Marlborough teaching, he approved of Greek and Latin, adding Sanskrit or Persian and one modern language, preferably German. French should be learned, but solely for its literature: Morris dismissed French and English as not strictly speaking languages, because they lacked the proper syntax. English grammar would be banned unless it was arrived at through a course of philological readings beginning at the fourteenth century. As Morris himself grew older the ideal curriculum became more and more elastic. By the 1890s it included ‘politics and Socialism of course – and many other things’.


By the time he came to write News from Nowhere he had formed an ideal of education that was the absolute antithesis of Marlborough and which strikes one now as uncannily prophetic of the ethos of British twentieth-century progressive schools. Morris’s active suntanned children, boys and girls together, in their tents in the forest, learning by doing, noticing wild creatures, swimming, cooking, thatching, mowing, making rough-hewn timber furniture in an atmosphere of intellectual freedom and sexual liberation: this could be a summer camp at Summerhill or Dartington in the years between the wars. He arrived at a large, generous view of education, seeing it as inevitably a life-long process. Morris is the prophet of the Third Age movement. When Guest in News from Nowhere suggests that education is for young people only, his guide around Utopian England turns and snubs him: ‘Why not old people also?’ In Morris’s idealistic vision of the future he denies the sort of cramming that had deadened him at Marlborough, arguing for a scheme of voluntary information: information that stays in the mind because you need it. In that community, leisured because not greedy, everyone can afford to give themselves the time to grow.


Morris had a kind of genius for seeing what he wanted by rejecting the alternative. He was the man of instinct in the scientific age. W. B. Yeats, who knew Morris from the 1880s and admired him, explained wonderfully well his prophetic quality, the bound of the imagination he could take to envisage new conditions of making and doing. As Yeats put it:




in the teeth of those scientific generalizations that cowed my boyhood I can see some like imagining in every great change, and believe that the first flying fish first leaped, not because it sought ‘adaptation’ to the air, but out of horror of the sea.





Morris said he had learned almost everything he knew of architecture and mediaeval things running around the country near Marlborough when he was a schoolboy. In some ways the laxity of those early years of Marlborough suited him ideally. There was no regular regime of organized games as at public schools later. Morris avoided easily the small amount of cricket and football that was played. Out of school hours supervision was minimal. The wilder of the boys raged around the neighbourhood in gangs, ‘with knobbed sticks and squalars, with jackets buttoned tight up to their throat, and a look of pluck and determination on their faces’. The squalar was a ferocious home-made weapon consisting of a piece of lead the size and shape of a pear with an eighteen-inch cane handle. Its prime target was the squirrel, but rabbits, hares and deer were killed with it and some of the boys became expert at deer skinning. Morris must have drawn on memories of Marlborough when he came to write his novels of the warring of the tribes.


His own pleasures were gentler. Marlborough, he wrote, is ‘in a very beautiful country, thickly scattered over with prehistoric monuments, and I set myself eagerly to studying these and everything else that had any history in it, and so perhaps learned a good deal.’ Right at hand, in the school grounds, was the mysterious Mound, sixty feet high, the only surviving sign of the Norman royal castle previously on the site. In the early eighteenth century the Mound had been transformed into a showpiece of the picturesque, equipped with a cascade and a grotto: it was described as both newer and ‘prettier than Twickenham’, where Alexander Pope’s fashionable garden also contained a grotto and a mound. The Mound quickly became a part of Marlborough College folklore. John Betjeman, at school there in the 1920s, mounted a campaign for its proper conservation. To Morris too it had its charms, not least its charm of form, like an upturned pudding basin. In his early years he had little of his later feeling for mountains: that came after Iceland. But mounds, domestic, comely, humorous, appealed to him. In one of his tales there is the curiously typical apparition in the distance of two castles on twin mounds.


Sheep have often grazed on the top plateau of a mound beside which the Mound at Marlborough seems child-size. This is Silbury Hill, the tallest prehistoric structure in Europe, visited by Morris innumerable times in his rambles around Wiltshire. What delighted Morris were the things that had intrigued those earlier enthusiasts, John Aubrey in the seventeenth century and William Stukeley in the eighteenth: the incongruities and the strong sense of ancient days in a landscape so replete with banks and ditches, hillocks, tumuli, long barrows, suggestive shapes erupting in the quiet English fields. Morris described to Emma a visit to Silbury in April of his second year at school. He calls it ‘an artificial hill made by the Britons’. He comments that ‘it must have taken an immense long time to have got it together’: already practicalities concern him. The mysteries surrounding the enormous earthen mound were exciting to him too. Was it a giant burial mound?


In fact no evidence of burial has ever been discovered. The Duke of Northumberland employed Cornish miners to sink a shaft down into the mound in 1777 but without result. Is it, as has more recently been claimed, the central edifice of the Stone Age cult of the Great Goddess? Are the hill and its moat actually the Great Goddess? This is speculation Morris would have much enjoyed.


At the time he discovered it the hill was covered by a blanket of wild flowers of many different species. In 1857 it was the site of a botanical survey; more recent botanical investigations listed eighty-five species of flowering plants growing in the grass. Morris as a schoolboy had climbed the hill attentively. He said to Emma, ‘I brought away a little white snail as a memento of the place and have got it in my pocket book.’


On that same expedition Morris went to Avebury. He was puzzled at first by the peculiar formation of this vast prehistoric earthwork set with sarsens. He went back to Marlborough to find out more about it and returned again to Avebury next day. On that second visit he could understand much better how the sarsens had been fixed, sending Emma a technical description of the biggest stone he saw. Its height above the ground was about sixteen feet; it was roughly ten feet thick and twelve feet broad. Near the Avebury stones he saw a very old church: ‘the tower was very pretty indeed it had four little spires on it of the decorated order and there was a little Porch and inside the porch a beautiful Norman doorway loaded with mouldings the chancel was new and was paved with tesselated pavement this I saw through the window for I did not know where the sexton’s house was, so of course I could not get the key.’ Morris, only just fifteen, was already showing the expertise of the practised church visitor and he was beginning to record his observations with the mixture of succinctness and deep feeling that made him so exceptional a writer about landscape. Jenny Morris used to say her father could make you see a place exactly in just half a dozen words.


What he loved and understood was the rhythm of the landscape: the way that, at Avebury, the ‘pretty little Parsonage house’ was built beside the church and this proximity was sharpened by the rugged and surrealistic outlines of the sarsens; the way that textures changed from grassiness to mud lanes to water fields to water meadows. William Morris’s attempt to explain to Emma, distant in Walthamstow, the nature of a Wiltshire water meadow results in a description that is partly childlike in its physical exuberance and partly very adult in its accurate perception of the way in which things function:




So for your edification, I will tell you what a delectable affair a water meadow is to go through; in the first place you must fancy a field cut through with an infinity of small streams say about four feet wide each the people to whom the meadow belongs can turn these streams on and off when they like and at this time of year they are on just before they put the fields up for mowing the grass being very long you cannot see the water till you are in the water and floundering in it.





Luckily, he says, the water was not boggy when they went through it: ‘else we should have been up to our middles in mud’.


William Morris’s relation to landscape was already, in his Marlborough days, a physical experience of sensual intensity. He appreciated both the depths and heights of it. He wrote about the marshes and the marigolds, deep ditches, muddy furrows with the enthusiasm of an early Seamus Heaney. Years later, when revisiting the country around Pewsey, ‘a little scrubby town’, he could easily recapture his extreme exhilaration at the great expanse of downland: ‘it was all very fine and characteristic country especially where we had to climb the Marlborough downs at a place that I remembered coming on as a boy with wonder and pleasure: Oare Hill they call it.’ The downs had had a mesmeric effect with their vast stretches: ‘no end to them almost’. And then there would be a sudden group of yew and scotch-fir growing on fine turf. Morris clung to the landscape, absorbed it and defended it, maintaining that there was no square mile of the earth’s surface that was not beautiful in its way. His childhood experience of two such different Englands – Essex domesticity, the sweep and surge of Wiltshire – was always to be drawn upon by Morris in his vision of unsullied variegated countryside. This was a vision so vital and so intimate it could only be experienced in terms of the erotic: ‘intense and overweening love of the very skin and surface of the earth on which man dwells, such as a lover has in the fair flesh of the woman he loves’.


He had his own link with that prehistoric landscape. His father’s coat of arms was the horse’s head with horseshoes. Morris loved the graphic qualities of heraldry. His poems and his tales are full of decorative banners bearing strongly outlined symbols. The image of the bear, of the dragon, of the raven: a militant and primitive corporate identity, the recognition symbols of the tribes. In some romantic way Morris liked to imagine he was himself a tribesman of the white horse. The giant horse cut out of chalk in the Berkshire downs at Uffington near Lambourn aroused strong emotions in him. When he lived at Kelmscott he would make an annual pilgrimage. He even went to see it, by then in flagging health, in the year before his death. Such signs of ancient life had a peculiar effect on him. He could summon up past scenes, repeople empty landscape, with an almost lunatic exactness: ‘Not seldom I please myself’, wrote Morris,




with trying to realize the face of mediaeval England; the many chases and great woods, the stretches of common tillage and common pasture quite unenclosed; the rough husbandry of the tilled parts, the unimproved breeds of cattle, sheep and swine, especially the latter, so lank and long and lathy, looking so strange to us; the strings of packhorses along the bridle-roads, the scantiness of the wheel-roads, scarce any except those left by the Romans, and those made from monastery to monastery; the scarcity of bridges, and people using ferries instead, or fords where they could; the little towns well bechurched, often walled; the villages just where they are now (except for those that have nothing but the church left to tell of them), but better and more populous; their churches, some big and handsome, some small and curious, but all crowded with altars and furniture, and gay with pictures and ornament; the many religious houses, with their glorious architecture; the beautiful manor-houses, some of them castles once, or survivals from an earlier period; some new and elegant; some out of all proportion small for the importance of their lords.





This was Morris’s sort of history: a detailed picture history, a sensitive time traveller’s reclaiming of the past. It is essentially a cinematic vision. Had he lived a little later he might have been an Eisenstein. Morris in full flood is grandiloquent, persuasive: ‘How strange it would be to us if we could be landed in fourteenth century England’. Strange but curiously real.




*





Near the school was William Morris’s other forest, Savernake. This was very different in character from Epping, chalky, lighter, more domestic, the trees less gnarled and lowering. Here in Savernake they were mainly beech and oak. It had been a royal forest since the Conquest. By the late 1840s Savernake was peculiar in being the only English forest privately administered; the Marquesses of Ailesbury were its ‘hereditary wardens’. The Ailesbury family, before they were ennobled, had owned the red-brick building taken over to form the core of Marlborough College. The links between Savernake and Marlborough continued, in that the boys tended to look upon the forest as a kind of extended playground of the school. Morris’s friend Robert Nunns, for instance, enters in his diary: ‘In afternoon went with Tomkins into Forest and got a very large quantity of crabs.’


Morris was on intimate terms with a great forest which because of its past history was more selfconsciously romantic than Epping. The first Earl of Ailesbury, in the eighteenth century, had made the land partly agricultural, partly commercial woodland. His son married the sister of Lord Burlington, the amateur architect. The second earl started the planting of beech avenues, culminating in the Grand Avenue. As a forest Savernake by this time was not so much a thicket, more a series of beautifully interconnected sylvan glades. But Morris would have seen layers of history and oddity. Knowle Farm, within the Forest, was an important Stone Age site which yielded up huge quantities of Acheulean flint hand-axes, many of them with a peculiar surface gloss. And just behind the farm there is a problematic chapel, a rectangular stone building said to date from the late thirteenth century. The Chapel of St Martin, with its air of desolation, seems straight out of a novel by Sir Walter Scott.


In the back of Morris’s mind was a third forest, the New Forest. As a child he was an avid reader of the stories of Captain Maryatt. Maryatt’s most famous book, The Children of the New Forest, was published the year before Morris entered Marlborough. This was an emotional story of the Civil War. Morris would have identified easily with the family of orphans, two boys and two girls, brought up by the old retainer in the forest: Edward, the eldest, was exactly his own age. The retainer raised the children as if they were his grandchildren, teaching the boys all he knew of forestry. They became his inseparable companions in the wood. Their life of happy isolation possibly encouraged William Morris’s own intermittent longing for the simple life in a cottage in deep country, spending his time translating Homer and amusing himself taking tremendously long walks.


In the end it is revealed that the children are not cottagers but the scions of the noble house of Beverly and they are returned to the bosom of the royalists. It is interesting and not coincidental that Morris’s own stories often have the same momentum: they often concern children who are brought up in the wilderness not knowing their true parentage. Morris’s noble savages are literally noble. These narratives explore the effect of a childhood spent outside society on people pre-selected by their birth to be its leaders. At the end of a long story true nobility will out.




*





Morris stressed the fact that his wanderings at Marlborough were fuelled by his reading. First to know and then to look, and by looking transform knowledge: this was a modus operandi based on continued and systematic reading. He was grateful that there was a good library at Marlborough to which he ‘sometimes’ had access. This was Adderley Library, installed not long after Morris entered the school. An article of 1849 described the new library, ‘with good oak fittings’, formed by throwing together two large rooms of the old mansion. Already it had acquired a thousand volumes from ‘a liberal member of the council’. This collection was being added to and was available, under certain regulations, to ‘the trustworthy boys’.


The implication is that Morris had been one of the chosen. He never had much problem of access to libraries. It was normally assumed he was one of nature’s library users, perhaps because he came to behave as if he owned them. H. M. Hyndman, then his colleague in the Democratic Federation, remembered the morning he went with William Morris to the Bodleian Library in Oxford. To his astonishment, the head librarian insisted Morris come and identify the contents of a large parcel of illuminated missals. They went into an inner room where the missals were arrayed on the table. Morris sat down beside them and ‘taking them up one by one, looked very quickly but very closely and carefully at each in turn, pushing it aside after inspections with “Monastery so and so, date such and such”, “Abbey this in such a year”, until he had finished the whole number’. To Hyndman there seemed not the slightest doubt in the librarian’s mind that Morris’s judgement was correct and final. Perhaps at Marlborough he gave out that same aura of careful confidence.


There is evidence that Morris acquired, perhaps encouraged, a reputation as a literary oddity. He was the boy who was expert at evading rituals he disliked; amongst these was fagging out, doing jobs and running errands for the older boys at school. He would wander away to the forest or the river. ‘Even then he mooned and talked to himself and was considered “an ass”,’ wrote a contemporary, D. R. Fearon. At first he and Morris used to go for walks together, Morris telling endless stories of knights and fairies, in which one adventure overlapped into another. Fearon got tired of these stories very soon. At one stage the captain of Morris’s dormitory began to cultivate him. The captain had a craving for tales of romance. Here we see Morris already in the tricky role of tale-teller, boring some, enchanting others. His Marlburian obituary shows him as an oddball, a large lad with thick dark curly hair and pronounced forehead, with his slightly suspect repertoire of stories. His check waistcoat is partly a ‘warm blue’.


Marlborough did not extinguish Morris’s imagination. Maybe in perverse ways it actually fed it. Perhaps one should see Morris, like those later poets and Marlburians John Betjeman and Louis MacNeice, as part of that strange seam of the exotic that has always flourished even at the most philistine of English public schools. But Morris was never a performer of the mainstream like the intellectual schoolboys of those later generations. He seemed then a rather taciturn and introverted figure, remarkable mainly for his sudden bursts of temper. He does not seem ever to have won the prize for the best English essay, the subject of which, in 1850, was ‘A garden is the purest of human pleasures’. Nor does he appear to have contributed to any of the contemporary issues of The Marlborough Magazine, though this literary venture included many of the sorts of subjects that Morris later turned to: folk tales; the story of ‘The Old Oak Chest’; a poem on ‘an ancient Druidical Monument near Marlborough’. The most striking similarities are in ‘The Allegory’ of 1848, a romantic schoolboy tale of adventure and enchantment, in which the dream framework prefigures the dream landscapes that became almost the William Morris hallmark, and in which the lady on the sofa in the castle already has something of Pre-Raphaelite seductiveness: ‘She was most beautifully, though somewhat voluptuously attired, in a loose and flowing robe.’


No one at Marlborough got William Morris’s measure. But there was a sense in which he did not allow it. Already he was set in his persona of the outcast. His later blossomings were unexpected. ‘When tidings came how elaborate were his rooms, and how he had become a celebrity at Oxford, surprise was manifested in the school.’




*





In March 1849 Morris was confirmed by the Bishop of Salisbury in Marlborough College chapel. This ceremony took place early on a Saturday. The boys went into chapel at eight a.m., the candidates for confirmation sitting together in pews near the altar. They stood for the bishop to confirm them, the service taking about twenty minutes. Morris told his sister Emma that the bishop, Edward Denison, was very tall and thin. He did not look old, although he was bald at the top of his head. Morris also commented that he was of a high family. The next day Morris received his first Holy Communion: ‘it is here’, he told Emma, ‘administered to every one singly.’ The school was strong on ritual. The effeminate figure of Dr Wilkinson, who wore a cummerbund or scarf around his cassock, confirmed the general impression that Marlborough was a cache of Anglo-Catholics.


The chapel was new. Like the rest of the school buildings of that period it had been commissioned from Edward Blore. It was another cut-price building. The Ecclesiologist was highly critical of the ethics of the architect who undertook to build ‘a cathedral’ for the sum of £5,000, castigating the chapel for having ‘just that amount of sham and unreality which no artist, who reverenced his profession, or his immediate work, would have been guilty of’. This critic’s chief scorn was directed to the altar, ‘of a most preposterous size’, perhaps as much as nine foot long, fitted with a strange recess compounded of a fireplace and Easter sepulchre: ‘consequently the sideboard aspect predominates.’ But no fault was found in the religious ceremonial: ‘Twice every day is the whole school assembled at the morning and evening prayers of the church. The punctual attendance of all the masters, the voluntary presence of so many of the household officers, the reverent behaviour of the boys, makes this a sight which few who witnessed it can forget.’


There are all the signs that Morris entered into the religious life of Marlborough with enthusiasm. This may partly have been because Morris, like John Betjeman, appreciated the apartness of the chapel: it was the one school building where he could be alone. It was also a building which was, in its form, familiar. Morris, having read widely in a library so rich in books on ecclesiastical architecture, had a precocious knowledge of historic styles of building: he claimed he knew most of what there was to know about English Gothic before he left school. Blore’s chapel was Middle Pointed in character, eight bays long with four angle turrets and a bell-turret. It had its shortcomings: the bell was so puny it could not be heard even within the college. But this was a building with which Morris could feel an immediate emotional rapport. He could respond to the music in the chapel from his own family knowledge of cathedral musicology. The music at Marlborough, compared with other schools, was unusually good with an energetic choir composed of boys and masters. Morris, aged fifteen, reported to his sister:




We here had the same anthem on Monday and Tuesday as on Sunday it was the three first verses of the 72nd Psalm … a gentleman (one of the boy’s fathers) said on the whole our choir sang better than at Salisbury Cathedral; Anyhow I thought it very beautiful. The first verse was sung by the whole the second begun by one treble voice till at last the base took it up again gradually getting deeper and deeper then again the treble voice again then the base the third verse was sung entirely by base, not very loud but with that kind of emphasis which you would think befitting to such a subject. I almost think I liked it better than either of the other two the only fault in the anthem seemed to me that it was too short.





This was the religion of sensuous extremes. Morris would have been aware of Pugin’s treatise The True Principles of Pointed or Christian Architecture published in 1841 and, still more relevant, his Apology for the Revival of Christian Architecture in England of 1843. He would have seen the illustrations of Catholic and Anglo-Catholic interiors which transformed religion into a quasi-theatrical experience by the use of vivid colour, lavish gilding, glinting silver, ornate vestments sometimes supplied by theatrical costumiers, expert manipulation of light and shade. From a relatively open and brightly lit nave emotions were channelled down the church towards the darkness and richness and mystery of the chancel, the mystery accentuated by the rood screen and the rood itself, suspended from the dark recesses of the chancel arch. Puginesque architecture has a histrionic quality. Its literary counterparts are Walter Scott and even Mrs Radcliffe, pioneer of shudderscape.


The Anglo-Catholic movement and the Romantic movement of the early nineteenth century were related: the one had fed upon the other. They were closely intertwined in Morris’s mind. Ideals of renunciation, overlaid by the shadowy attractions of the celibate life, influenced Morris towards a decision that was as much aesthetic as intellectual. It was settled during his time at Marlborough that he would be entering the Church.


Perhaps it was of the essence of rich establishment puritanism that it should breed the opposite. Morris’s oldest sister Emma, as one sees from the confident tone of his school letters, obviously shared his own religious predilections. Emma was soon to marry Joseph Oldham, a young clergyman, formerly curate at Walthamstow: he too was very High Church in his views. William Morris’s second sister Henrietta was converted to Roman Catholicism, in Rome itself, in early middle age and was photographed soon after in a pious black mantilla with a pendant crucifix. Another of his sisters, Isabella Gilmore, the South London deaconess, rejected the puritan practice of her childhood in favour of the richly sacramental form of Anglicanism that sustained her in her work in the Battersea slums. Morris flung himself into the religious life at Marlborough with an extremism that was both opposed to and inherent in his family and which was to resurface in his passionate adherence to the other religion of the Socialist cause.




*





In November 1851 Marlborough College erupted into what was always described as ‘The Rebellion’. Morris’s own part in it seems to have been minimal although he regaled his own children with accounts of it. The Marlborough Rebellion was Dr Wilkinson’s débâcle, the disastrous culmination of a headmastership that had been becoming increasingly distraught. Through that autumn the tension at the school had been accelerating. Three boys had been reported for tormenting an old miller travelling locally along the lanes by donkey: they had seized the donkey from him and driven it into the river. A mass curfew had resulted from the failure of the culprits to confess. An attack on the lodge of the gate sergeant of the College, who had made himself unpopular by flogging a number of boys caught dancing by moonlight on the roof of C-house, had caused a new commotion. The ringleader was expelled. Early in November the boys began amassing fireworks, forbidden on the premises. They collected a grand total of some eighty dozen squibs and crackers, plus ‘heavier artillery’. Five o’clock on Guy Fawkes’ night was zero hour. ‘Punctually at that hour’, wrote an enthralled spectator, ‘we saw a rocket shoot up into the sky from the centre of the court, and knew that the revolution had begun.’


Fireworks were let off in all the houses and the schoolrooms. A great many windows were broken in the chapel. Dr Wilkinson himself was attacked with fire crackers when he tried to address the boys in Upper School. He and several of the masters were standing near the fire when a bottle of gunpowder was thrown into the flames where it exploded ‘with a fearful bang’. The explosions and riots went on for many days. The reserves of fire crackers seemed inexhaustible. Perhaps this explains Morris’s later firework phobia. ‘I always did hate fireworks,’ he said, describing the great fire at Tooley Street in London that set the Thames ablaze in 1861.


Dr Wilkinson discovered the names of the boys who had brought in the fireworks. Four more boys were dismissed, among them Augustus Twyford, a popular hero of the school. Sensing trouble, Dr Wilkinson arranged for him to leave the school not via the main entrance but from the Master’s lodge. The plan was discovered. Several hundred boys were waiting. ‘Tramp, tramp, tramp,’ wrote Edward Lockwood, who was one of this contingent, ‘eight abreast we doubled along the road leading to the town, and woe to any obnoxious person whom we met, and who found no method of escape.’ Back at the College uproar broke out again and authority was defied with a loud chorus of groans, slamming of desks and stamping of feet. In the days which followed, flogging went on continually; at one stage as many as twenty-eight boys were flogged in a batch. But these desperate measures were largely ineffective. Before anything like discipline began to be restored the Headmaster’s sacred inner chamber had been ransacked, the stock of birches he kept there had been scattered. Even the manuscript translation of Sophocles on which he had been labouring was burned.


The Rebellion was Morris’s first experience of anarchy. It must have affected the way he came to look at the whole question of revolution and mass violence. He was never afraid of physical resistance; he could comprehend that revolution implied bloodshed. What he was opposed to, with a deep repugnance that increased as he knew more of it, was mindless violence. He was repelled by the movement of the mob. At Marlborough, for weeks, he had seen it in the ascendant. He was deeply alarmed at the power of the hooligan; and what more potent proto-Fascist image than the Marlborough boys tramping through the town in military formation eight abreast?


Whose side was Morris on in the Rebellion? He was a natural anti-authoritarian. But he was an observant one. It would not have escaped him that this was not a simple confrontation of boys versus masters, innocence verses brutality. It had its hidden elements of class war. There were the complex sub-plots of boys versus school retainers, boys versus local peasantry. The public-school ethos encouraged social arrogance. This stayed on Morris’s conscience and underpinned his thinking. Forty years later he could still describe with fury to his friend Henry Salt (formerly an Eton master) the scene in which a local farmer had been pelted from the Marlborough College windows as he passed below. When the school was assembled to hear him state his grievances there was such a storm of laughter that the inquiry had had to be abandoned. British public schools in the past have often bolstered class disparity and military jingoism with complacent impunity up to the point of a reaction, which, when it comes, can be a hard one. There are numerous small histories of lives of opposition: rejection of class, rejection of conventional public-school loyalties to monarchy and country. Morris himself became a revolutionary Socialist and a passionate anti-imperialist and that was one thing. It is also worth remembering that, in another century, Marlborough educated Anthony Blunt.


The 1851 Rebellion was a personal disaster for Dr Wilkinson. The next term he resigned and became a country clergyman. He was replaced by the Rev. George Cotton, the ‘grave young master’ who appears in Tom Brown’s Schooldays. This was to be a much improved regime; but not before the school had been doubly decimated by the removal of almost a hundred boys by parents alarmed by the news of revolution as the lurid tales seeped out. Amongst those withdrawn was William Morris, who left in December from the Fifth Form, having taken his final term’s examinations. In these he was placed fifth out of nine entrants, true to form.




*





Morris returned to Walthamstow and spent most of the next year there, partly at home and partly studying for his Oxford entry with a private tutor, the Rev. Frederick B. Guy, a young master at the nearby Forest School. The Morris family home, Water House, the only one of Morris’s childhood homes still standing, is a mid-eighteenth-century buff brick building with a portico flanked by three-bay bow windows. It is a handsome building, mellow, safe, portentous: a watered-down version of Woodford Hall. The tenor of the life there was similarly feudal, though less extravagant. Water House was moated. Behind it was a lawn and beyond the lawn a moat forty feet wide. In the moat arose an island planted with aspens. The water was alive with pike and perch. The boys fished in the moat and skated on it in the winter. The overgrown island made a dank adventure playground. Rendall Morris once marooned himself there, an imitation Robinson Crusoe, creeping back into the house, frightened and cold, at night. The moat for William Morris was a recurring image. It had a double poignancy. First, the antiquarian: the moat is the cliché of the imagined mediaeval scene. For Morris it had a place in his own history, suggestive of so many of the adolescent yearnings of that oddly displaced year:








Deep green water fill’d the moat,


Each side had a red-brick lip,


Green and mossy with the drip


Of dew and rain; there was a boat







Of carven wood, with hangings green


About the stern; it was great bliss


For lovers to sit there and kiss


In the hot summer noons, not seen.











Descriptions of Morris at this period show his unusual ebbs and flows of mood. For much of the time he was lodging with his tutor in Hoe Lane, Walthamstow, where Frederick Guy coached him between school hours, dividing his time between his official and unofficial pupils. For Morris this was a return to the scene of his earlier schooldays in Walthamstow: a fellow pupil at Guy’s, W. H. Bliss, had been surprised to find him lodging so close to his own home. Bliss regarded Morris as convivial, resourceful, hyperenergetic and perhaps a bit alarming. When they played singlestick he insisted on a table between them to ward off the blows when Morris got to fury point. Morris taught him netting and together they made a large net with which they dragged the pond at Water House, fishing out some perch and a great many weeds. He remembered rambles in the forest, on one of which either he or Morris got into trouble by knocking a goose on the head with a large stone.


Morris was already seeming reckless and amusing, with a trace of the self-parody that delighted his later Pre-Raphaelite cronies. But there was something that put people on their guard. ‘I don’t like the boy William. He seems to see nothing and he observes everything,’ noted a female relation meeting him at Water House at this post-Marlborough period. When he arrived at Guy’s his tutor had not known what to make of him and indeed had not expected to make any progress with him. In fact they later got on well. F. B. Guy, later a Canon of St Albans, was a High Churchman of some visual sensitivity, with a gentle ‘classical, poetic’ temperament. Morris enjoyed the six working weeks they spent together in the summer of 1851 in Alphington, a village near Ottery St Mary in Devon. At Ottery he visited ‘the queer ante-dated old church,’ which he recorded as ‘certainly one of the most remarkable and beautiful ones in England’. But in spite of their shared tastes Guy still found vaguely disconcerting the pupil so addicted to winding his legs tightly round the chair legs in the study. He put pressure on them suddenly and then the chair would collapse. This was a life-long problem. Burne-Jones was to look wanly round the chairs in his studio: ‘Morris has sat in them all, and he has a muscular movement in his back peculiar to himself, which makes the rungs fly out.’


Morris’s jerks and antics were certainly peculiar. His physical oddities bear some resemblance to those of Samuel Johnson whose tics, gesticulations, ejaculations, mimicries were so compulsive. Oliver Sacks, in discussing Tourette’s syndrome, has claimed that Dr Johnson’s creative spontaneity and lightning-quick wit had ‘an organic connection with his accelerated motor impulsive state’. Could the same be true of Morris? Certainly Morris’s bouts of playfulness, extravagance, the speed of his inventiveness, the rush of visual images, have many of the elements found in Tourette’s syndrome in its innovatory and phantasmagoric form. Morris, like Johnson, could behave well and write soberly; but he too had the compulsion to break out, cavort, career like an out-of-control child and spew forth his inner fantasies. In his old age more than ever: in his last years Morris embarked on writing a new version of the long meandering surreal stories that, ever since his schooldays, had been crowding through his mind.


Water House had (and has) a spectacular entrance, squared in black and white marble, and ascending up a massive chestnut staircase to a second upper hall. Here on the landing, ensconced in a deep window seat, Morris spent whole days reading. His bursts of frenzied energy seem to have alternated with equal extremes of lassitude. There is a self-portrait in the The Novel on Blue Paper:




You know, one has fits of not caring for fishing and shooting a bit, and then I get through an enormous lot of reading; and then again one day one goes out, and down to the river, and looks at the eddies, and then suddenly one thinks of all that again. And then another day when one has one’s rod in one’s hand one looks up and down the field or sees the road winding along, and I can’t help thinking of tales going on amongst it all, and long so much for more and more books.





It was a time of limbo, or late teenage angst, when Morris was aware, as he had never been before, of absence. There were the reminders of the absence of his father, a fixed point of authority if not of emulation. William Morris Senior’s tomb, with its coat of arms and scrollings, an overloaded sepulchre, still looms over Woodford churchyard.


There was by now another, much more recent, painful change and this was the absence of Morris’s sister Emma, who had moved to Downe in Kent following her marriage to Joseph Oldham, the curate who had once tutored her in German. Emma was the sister Morris had adored: ‘his favourite sister or chum’, May Morris called her. It was Emma he had sat with long ago in the rabbit warren at Woodford Hall, reading the Gothic novel The Old English Baron until they were both in such a state of tension they were afraid to cross the park to home. This was the closeness of an easy physicality. Morris recreated it in his Oxford story ‘Frank’s Sealed Letter’: ‘I see a little girl sitting on the grass, beneath the limes in the hot summer-tide, with eyes fixed on the far-away blue hills, and seeing who knows what shapes there; for the boy by her side is reading to her wondrous stories of knight and lady, and fairy thing, that lived in the ancient days.’


Later on at Marlborough it was Emma who continued in the role of protector and adviser, filling his tuck box with the Morris home farm products, overseeing his exchanges of rabbits for a fishing rod, replying to his anxious requests for silkworm eggs. This was the fondness he most easily relied on. It was softness that had a kind of bracing quality. He could write to her from Marlborough in a kind of shorthand, such was their rapport.


Edward Burne-Jones was given the impression that Morris felt deserted when his sister married. It seems he went on yearning for such closeness of companionship which, later in his fiction, takes on sexual overtones. Morris’s late romantic heroines are sisterly and comradely, hard-running and fast-shooting, sharers of physical as well as intellectual pleasures. The difference is that they are – mostly – to be captured. His desertion by Emma and the breaking of that bonding was the beginning of, for him, a tragic cycle of female intimacy vouchsafed and then withdrawn.




*





The Duke of Wellington died in 1852. The funeral was on 18 November. His old Marlborough friend Nunns, still in contact with Crab Morris, mentions that the bells that day were ringing muffled. The entry in his diary was given a black border. Morris’s fellow-pupils at Guy’s set off to London to watch the funeral procession. The entire Morris family travelled to London too. Morris, contrarily and to the great annoyance of his sister Henrietta, stayed at home and took a solitary ride through Epping Forest.


He rode as far as Waltham Abbey, the Norman church for which less than ten years later Burne-Jones designed his most marvellous of windows: ‘Christ in Majesty’, seated on a rainbow, surrounded by the seven scenes of the Creation. Blood-red sun and yellow moon; five elongated trees; the parting of the waters in clear azures and light greens. He has packed a choir of angels into one of the high roundels. In another, naked, nervous, stand his Adam and his Eve.



















CHAPTER THREE


Oxford 1853–55





Morris travelled up to Oxford to take his matriculation examination at Exeter College in June of 1852.


Beside him in the hall, taking the same papers, was Edward Burne-Jones from King Edward’s Grammar School in Birmingham. They did not speak, but Burne-Jones remembered him when they met again the next year as undergraduates. His appearance then was striking. ‘He was slight in figure in those days; his hair was dark brown and very thick, his nose straight, his eyes hazel-coloured, his mouth exceedingly delicate and beautiful.’ Burne-Jones noticed from that first day his peculiar decisiveness, watching how he finished a Horace paper early, folded it and inscribed it ‘William Morris’. He seemed very self-contained.


Morris came to regard Oxford with a vehemence unusual even for him. In his classification of the cities it did not rate simply as ‘the most important town of England’: it had more personal resonances as ‘a place, a second home’. When he first arrived in Oxford it was a city in transition. The railway had arrived there, but only very recently, in 1844. Suburban development, which was to make Oxford almost unrecognizable by the 1880s, had only just begun. There was enough of the old city left intact for Morris to adopt it as the paradigm of the perfect mediaeval city: ‘A vision of grey-roofed houses and a long winding street and the sound of many bells’. Only Rouen ever matched it in his mind. His memories of that first and almost untouched Oxford fired and fuelled his opposition to what he regarded as its violation: it was his ‘jewel’ city cast away. Oxford had so fixed a place in his emotional history that ‘a kind of terror’ always came upon him at returning: ‘indignation at wanton or rash changes mingles curiously in me with all that I remember I have lost since I was a lad and dwelling there; not the least of losses the recognition that I didn’t know in those days what a gain it was to be there.’
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Morris took up his place at Exeter in January 1853. He had expected to enter the previous autumn, but the college was so full that his entry was deferred and he spent a few more months studying with F. B. Guy. When he arrived in Oxford he still found an accommodation crisis in the college; he and Burne-Jones were allocated daytime rooms out in the town, returning at night to sleep in college, billeted in the third room of other students’ sets. It was a ramshackle start that may have influenced their gathering despondency. Burne-Jones and Morris made immediate friends and they spent much of their time in that first term in ‘gloomy disappointment and disillusion’, taking angry walks together in the afternoon, complaining of the sloth and apathy of Oxford. In this they were not especially original. The transition from high hopes to dawning disillusionment with a system so languid as to be almost corrupt was familiar enough to be satirized in that classic Oxford novel of the period, Cuthbert Bede’s Mr. Verdant Green.


‘It was clear we had lighted on a distasteful land in our choice of College.’ Burne-Jones’s antipathy to Exeter was shared by Morris, who complained of its banality: ‘I took very ill to the studies of the place.’ Marlborough had a traditional connection with Exeter. Primarily, this was a West Country alliance. Until 1856, when the statutes were revised, Oxford colleges drew their fellows from specific regions of the country. This meant that Exeter was very largely governed by a body of clergymen from Devon and Cornwall. There was also, as at Marlborough, a certain High Church emphasis. Interestingly John Betjeman, who himself proceeded from Marlborough to Oxford in the 1920s, still found it ‘the headquarters of Anglo-Catholicism’. College records for 1852 show that eight of the fifty-nine boys who went on to university that year went on to Exeter. One of these was W. Fulford Adams, a distant school friend of Morris’s, and later his neighbour in Oxfordshire. Exeter life was all too close to school life. Morris once described Oxford as ‘a huge upper public school’. The college divided into two distinct communities: the ‘reading men’, absorbed in the classics and theology; and the ‘fast set’, men who rowed, hunted, ate, drank, whored and swore. The fast set at Exeter was then in the ascendant. Burne-Jones found it like ‘the Brasenose of old times, very fast indeed’.


Now all Oxford undergraduate courses lead to a bachelor’s degree with honours. A pass may be awarded to those who do not achieve the honours standard. In the mid-nineteenth century the system was more flexible. Morris had entered specifically to read for a pass degree. His tutor was unimpressed with him, noting in the pupil book ‘a rather rough and unpolished youth, who exhibited no special literary tastes or capacity, but had no difficulty in mastering the usual subjects of examination’. The lack of enthusiasm was mutual: Morris’s formal studies of the classics were accompanied by groanings all through his Oxford period. ‘My life is going to become a burden to me, for I am going, (beginning from Tuesday next) to read for six hours a day at Livy, Ethics, etc. – please pity me.’ His hatred of the classics in fact was only nominal. He did not hate the classics, but he loathed how Oxford taught them. Morris’s view of the classics was eccentric and possessive. He was always deeply stirred by the thought of epic tale-tellers, seeing himself as a part of that tradition. Later in his life he would set about translating The Aeneid and The Odyssey with a kind of nonchalance derived from loving them so much and knowing them so well. For Morris, as much as any of the writers and painters of his period, the imaginative worlds of the ancient Greeks and Romans were deeply embedded in his mind. But classics were taught at Oxford with a dryness and pomposity that undermined their wonders. When he came to equate his official Oxford studies with snobbery, aridity and practical uselessness, Morris was attacking a whole style of education and a lack-lustre and self-serving institution. It was anything but an ideal training for the ministry. ‘A University education’, he wrote caustically, ‘fits a man about as much for being a Ship-Captain as a Pastor of Souls’.


The fierceness of his feelings about Oxford education pours out in News from Nowhere in the passage about the decline of real learning in the nineteenth century in Oxford ‘and its less interesting sister Cambridge’. The commercialization of these cities had corrupted those who taught there:




They (and especially Oxford) were the breeding places of a peculiar class of parasites, who called themselves cultivated people; they were indeed cynical enough, as the so-called educated classes of the day generally were; but they affected an exaggeration of cynicism in order that they might be thought knowing and worldly wise. The rich middle classes (they had no relation with the working classes) treated them with a kind of contemptuous toleration with which a mediaeval baron treated his jester; though it must be said that they were by no means so pleasant as the old jesters were, being, in fact, the bores of society. They were laughed at, despised – and paid.





Morris escaped again, as he had escaped at Marlborough, into the study of history. He gives his own account of how, when first at Oxford, he ‘fell to very vigorously on history and specially mediaeval history’. There was a tradition of history at Exeter. Amongst its recent fellows was the great historian J. A. Froude, one of the last of the Exeter Devonians; C. W. Boase, elected three years before Morris’s arrival as an undergraduate, remained a Fellow for over forty years. It seems possible that Morris was marginally influenced by academic specialism in history at Exeter. But much more important to him was the town that stood around him, the deductions he could draw from the practical history of buildings, the massing and the details of construction, the relation of ornament to form. What had in his childhood been a question of instinct became, in those years at Oxford, a study and a science: he came to look at architecture solemnly as witness to ‘the unfolding of medieval thought’. This was a radical and indeed an almost anti-Oxford discipline, a kind of hands-on history. By the middle 1870s, when the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings was founded, it was a national movement and Morris was welcoming an enlightened period in which ‘the newly invented study of living history is the chief joy of so many of our lives’.


Oxford at Morris’s period had an enclosed quality. The city came to an end abruptly, almost as if it had been walled. There was very little brick in it: Oxford was predominantly grey, the grey of stone, with the yellow wash of pebble-dash on the houses in the poorer streets. The castle was dominant, with its ‘monster beauty of a keep’ and the mill and little network of waterways near by. There was the cathedral so admired by Ruskin for its unaffected Englishness: the true English Norman vaults; the true English Tudor roof; and the west window, with its clumsy painting, ‘the best men could do of the day’. University expansion in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had brought a scattering of Baroque buildings: one would like to know how Morris had reacted to the early seventeenth-century Exeter College chapel, demolished in the year he came to Oxford to make way for George Gilbert Scott’s reworking of the Sainte-Chapelle. But the town was still mainly fifteenth century, small-scale, and possessing the character Morris so much valued: the sense that it had never not been there. Morris looks at Magdalen Buildings and he sees buildings that are ‘essentially part of the street, and look almost as if they had grown up out of the roadway’. In this vision of the building as organic William Morris prefigures not just Frank Lloyd Wright and Gaudí but a whole twentieth-century counter-culture movement for ‘architecture without architects’.


To Morris and the friends he made there Oxford took on the aspect of the mediaeval citadel, the place beyond the world, a kind of no man’s land. It had its Lewis Carroll air of dottiness: could Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) have been written anywhere else? Years later Burne-Jones described his Oxford as ‘all friends living in the same street, and the street long and narrow and ending in the city wall, and the wall opening with a gate on to cornfields in the south, and the wild wood on the north – and no railways anywhere – all friends and all one’s world tied up in the little city – and no news to come – only rumours and gossips at the city gate, telling things a month old, and all wrong’.
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At Oxford Burne-Jones and Morris went through a phase of wearing purple trousers. They already spoke a shared language of clothes as social protest, as they later dressed in almost uniform blue working shirts. Burne-Jones came upon the scene as the unconsciously desired male intimate, filling the vacuum left by Morris’s own elder brother, Charles Stanley, who was born and died in a week, and by William Morris Senior’s early death. He was also in a sense a compensation for the close friend Morris had failed to find at Marlborough. Morris had had his school friends, but none of them were intimate. This new friendship was based on an instant recognition of samenesses of attitude: a restless and prickly perceptiveness, an earnestness. As with forty per cent of Oxford entrants at that period Burne-Jones too was at this stage intended for the Church. The friendship was sharpened by its obvious differences: Burne-Jones from the urban Midlands, Morris from the soft home counties. Their contrast in appearance made them almost cartoon characters, perambulating round the streets of Oxford, one so tall and pale and languid, one so dark and taut.


Edward Burne-Jones was plain Ted Jones in those days. The name Ned came later, apparently invented by Dante Gabriel Rossetti. His upbringing had been the contrary of William Morris’s; Burne-Jones had been the solitary child in a terrace house on Bennett’s Hill, in the commercial centre of Birmingham. His mother had died the week after he was born and his childhood was punctuated by lugubrious expeditions to her graveside where his father would grasp his arm so tight he almost cried. Edward Richard Jones was a very unsuccessful picture framer and gilder. Part of the house was a showroom, with a workshop in the yard behind it. They were painfully hard up. Burne-Jones had known Morris was comfortably off, since in their first term at Oxford Morris had offered to give him half his money: ‘which’, said Burne-Jones, ‘was nice of him, only I was proud’. But until he was invited to Walthamstow, cocooned in that genteel atmosphere where Mrs Morris dropped her aitches and the butler tried to hide his laughter at the sallies of the two young Oxford gentlemen at table, Burne-Jones had no idea Morris’s house would be so grand.


Morris and Burne-Jones arrived in Oxford in the aftermath of the Oxford Movement. For the two previous decades the town had been torn by religious controversy. In so inturned a community the social consequences were intense. In 1845 John Henry Newman, the former Fellow of Oriel and vicar of the university church of St Mary’s, had finally embraced Roman Catholicism. Burne-Jones regarded Newman with ferocious admiration. Even as a schoolboy he identified with Newman’s radiant austerities, so strikingly prophetic of the Arts and Crafts aesthetic: ‘In an age of sofas and cushions he taught me to be indifferent to comfort; and in an age of materialism he taught me to venture all on the unseen.’ It was because of Newman that Burne-Jones had been inspired to choose Oxford in the first place. He and Morris had expected to find a town still heady with Tractarian arguments, the religious battleground described so vividly in Newman’s Oxford novel. Loss and Gain: The Story of a Convert was published in 1848. In the event they were disappointed. It was part of their angry disillusionment with Oxford that the influence of Newman was no longer so alive. But they still endeavoured to recreate that fervour. In their first few terms at Oxford they were solemn, still devout.


In the evenings they read religious works. Morris read and Burne-Jones listened: Morris hated to be read to. They devoured Milman’s Latin Christianity, Neale’s History of the Eastern Church, great swaths of the Acta Sanctorum and Tracts for the Times, the controversial essays written by Newman, Pusey and Keble, insistent upon reclaiming the identity of the Church of England as the ‘true Catholic and Apostolic Church’. They both found deeply attractive the Tractarian emphasis on sacraments and ceremonial. Burne-Jones, writing home, adopted the joke persona of Edouard Cardinal de Birmingham. At mealtimes he was reading Archdeacon Wilberforce’s latest treatise on the Holy Eucharist. At one point he and Morris confessed to one another they had both been reading Kenelm Digby’s Mores Catholici in secret. In 1854, when Wilberforce too became a Catholic convert, they very nearly followed him, such was the lure of Rome.


In their first term Morris also read ‘The Lady of Shalott’ out loud to Burne-Jones in the funny sing-song voice he always used when reading poetry. He laid great stress on the rhymes. Tennyson had written ‘The Lady of Shalott’ in the early 1830s. In 1842 his ‘Sir Launcelot and Queen Guinevere’, ‘Morte d’Arthur’ and ‘Sir Galahad’ were published. This was part of a whole Arthurian cult, following the rediscovery of Malory’s Morte d’Arthur in the late eighteenth century by Sir Walter Scott. By the time Morris and Burne-Jones arrived in Oxford Victorian Arthurianism was approaching its grand climax. William Dyce had already started painting his cycle of Arthurian frescoes in the Queen’s Robing Room in the Palace of Westminster. Morris and Burne-Jones laid their own claims on the Arthurian myth. Morris’s interpretation was primarily a verbal one, although in early days he produced Arthurian paintings; Burne-Jones, all his life, dwelt on themes of the San Graal in his paintings and his tapestries and he was still painting in the irises on his giant canvas ‘Avalon’ in the weeks before he died. Arthurianism, as Burne-Jones and Morris saw it, was not merely an intellectual exercise. They fell upon it as an extension of religion, adopting the chivalric as a rule of life. Embedded in their visions of the San Graal were the memories of the high emotions of those early weeks at Oxford, and their mutual recognition: ‘Nothing’, wrote Burne-Jones, ‘was ever like Morte d’Arthur – I don’t mean any book or any one poem – something that can never be written, I mean, and can never go out of the heart’.


Burne-Jones attributed their closeness to the fact that he and Morris were both Goths, by which he meant they had a shared sense of morality, a shared creative energy. From such different backgrounds they had found, when they converged, they belonged to the same tribe. They encouraged one another to a heightening of vision. This was partly the artist’s perception of colour. Morris was a supreme colourist. Burne-Jones saw days in colour. Sunday was gold, Monday yellow, Tuesday red, Wednesday blue, Thursday amethyst, Friday sapphire – and ‘Saturday wet’, he said, ‘ever since I was tiny – but I don’t know why’. There was in their relationship a wistfulness, a winsomeness, a consciousness of nonsense not so far from Edward Lear. Morris and Burne-Jones created a double persona which was not English mainstream but which verged on the surrealist. They liked exaggeration. As Burne-Jones was to comment after Robert Browning’s funeral in Westminster Abbey: ‘how flat these English are’.


It was Burne-Jones at Oxford who first saw Morris’s quality, saying he was certain Morris would be a ‘star’. At the end of their first year Burne-Jones described him as ‘one of the cleverest fellows I know … He is full of enthusiasm for things holy and beautiful and true, and, what is rarest, of the most exquisite perception and judgment in them. For myself he has tinged my whole inner being with the beauty of his own, and I know not a single gift for which I owe such gratitude to Heaven as his friendship. If it were not for his boisterous mad outbursts and freaks, which break the romance he sheds around him – at least to me – he would be a perfect hero.’ But even then Burne-Jones had a sense of Morris’s ferocity: he too noted his eyes, those eyes of such great inexpressiveness, which took in a whole person, the details of the clothing, nuances of physiognomy, without being seen to look.




*





The friendship with Burne-Jones was Morris’s first real friendship. It remained important to him, though it had its ebbs and flows. But to see this as the legendary and all-excluding friendship, as it has so often been portrayed, is incorrect. If Morris had a need for the intimate companion he had an even stronger yearning for the group. He knew a great deal about chivalric fraternities. The Broadstone of Honour by Kenelm Digby, a rambling and hypnotic overview of the theory and history of chivalry, first published in 1822, was a book to which Morris was addicted and, like other books he read and clung to, it idealized the small band of valiant friends. The search for brotherhood can also be explained in terms of Morris’s own shyness, the enduring and exceptional privateness that coexisted so strangely with his bluffness. As his daughter May described it: ‘No glimpse of the inner life of Morris was ever vouchsafed even to his closest friends – secretum meum mihi.’ Morris felt at his most comfortable in a group, in a setting of male badinage, of generalized affection. This again he had never properly achieved at Marlborough. He found it at Oxford in discovering ‘the Set’.


The Set, later expanded and referred to as ‘the Brotherhood’, was already in place when Morris came to Oxford. It was based at Pembroke, where three undergraduates from Birmingham all had rooms in the old quadrangle. The Set then consisted of William Fulford and Richard Watson Dixon, two friends of Burne-Jones from King Edward’s, with Charles Faulkner who also came from Birmingham, though from a different school. Fulford and Dixon were meant for holy orders, an immediate link with Morris and Burne-Jones. They were all, in their way, brilliant young men. Faulkner was a highly original mathematician who became a Fellow of University College; he followed Morris into Socialism, leading the Oxford branch of the Socialist League. Fulford was the Set’s chief literary figure, small, energetic, dapper, and at the time galvanic; but he seems to have had the precocious sort of talent that quite rapidly burns itself out. Richard Watson Dixon, later Canon Dixon, was perhaps the most interesting of the brethren, himself a considerable poet, correspondent and supporter of Gerard Manley Hopkins, one of the few people who understood the nature of that tormented and complicated talent. (Hopkins, also a musician, set some Dixon poems to music.) The Set was joined later by another friend from Birmingham, Cormell Price. It was Price who founded the United Services College, the colonialist boarding school which educated Rudyard Kipling. Cormell Price is immortalized as the unconventional but respected headmaster in Kipling’s Stalky & Co.


The Birmingham contingent had been introduced to Morris by Burne-Jones. At first they dismissed him as ‘a very pleasant boy’ who talked compulsively in his husky shouting voice and liked going down the river with Charles Faulkner, sharing his interest in boats. They saw him as a sportsman, good at singlestick and fencing. It was only gradually they realized he was much more intellectual, and odder, than he seemed. Faulkner commented to Dixon, ‘How Morris seems to know things, doesn’t he?’ and Dixon observed how decisive Morris was, how accurate, without making an issue of his expertise. They saw what a great reservoir of observation lay behind so many of his most casual comments. Morris surprised them with sophisticated knowledge of subjects about which the literary-oriented Set knew nothing. Unlike them, he read The Builder magazine; and went to look at buildings. Dixon was startled when, the first time he met Morris, he suggested they should go and look at Merton tower.


In the Michaelmas term of 1853 Morris and Burne-Jones moved into rooms in college. Morris’s rooms were in the quadrangle called Hell Quad, reached by passing through an archway out of the great quadrangle. This archway was known as Purgatory. The rooms overlooked the Fellows’ garden and the chestnut tree, with a sideways vista down Brasenose Lane to the Bodleian Library where Morris at this period spent many hours examining the mediaeval painted manuscripts. In the 1890s he returned again to study the thirteenth-century Apocalypse which as an undergraduate he specially loved. His rooms at Exeter were gradually filled with rubbings from mediaeval brasses, imprints on paper taken from the brass memorials to knights and their ladies set into the floor of many early churches. A letter he sent to Cormell Price one spring vacation mentions his success in having gone ‘a-brassing’ near the Thames on the Essex side. Here he acquired two remarkable brasses, one a Flemish brass of a knight, dated 1370; ‘another a brass (very small, with the legend gone) of a priest in his shroud; I think there are only two other shrouded brasses in England’. This last brass, about which Morris writes with such authority, came from one of the prettiest small village churches he had ever seen, with the consecration crosses showing red in a red circle. The parson showed them round: ‘he was very civil and very, very dirty and snuffy, inexpressibly so, I can’t give you an idea of his dirt and snuffiness.’


In those early terms at Oxford a routine had soon evolved. Faulkner’s rooms at Pembroke, on the ground floor in the corner of the quadrangle, became the social centre for the Set. They would meet there around nine o’clock most evenings. They talked of Transcendentalism and ‘all the host of German systems’, continuing the debates of their Birmingham vacations. Burne-Jones had once launched on a defence of the Jesuits; to his great surprise, this met no opposition. They were treading, selfconsciously, on dangerous ground. The little group at Pembroke was old-fashioned Evangelical. Its infiltration by such intense Tractarians as Morris and Burne-Jones set up a frisson that was practically sexual. The religious debate had its aspects of flirtation. The Set, so closely intertwined and so high-minded, were intensely conscious of each other’s physicality. Dixon, describing Morris as an aristocrat and a High Churchman, emphasized his radiance. ‘His countenance was beautiful in features and expression, particularly in the expression of purity … I have a vivid recollection of the splendid beauty of his presence at this time.’


The Set were Tennysonians. The Oxford intelligentsia of that period was obsessed with poetry in general and Tennyson especially. It was almost a fever, as Dixon recollected it: ‘All reading men were Tennysonians; all sets of reading men talked poetry. Poetry was the thing: and it was felt with justice that this was due to Tennyson. Tennyson had invented a new poetry, a new poetic English: his use of words was new, and every piece that he wrote was a conquest of a new region. This lasted till “Maud”, in 1855.’ Dixon, with his own poetic sensibility, had watched the effect of Tennyson on Morris. Where the other members of the Set were caught up by the language Morris searched much further, looking for a morality beyond the language: he saw that Tennyson’s poems ‘represented substantial things that were to be considered out of the poems as well as in them’. It was ‘this substantial view of value’ that later led Morris to admire ballads so highly. In this context it is certainly ironic that so much well-founded criticism of Morris has been as the writer of the poetry that lulls.


William Fulford was the chief Tennysonian of the group. He loved reading poetry and had a fine deep voice in which he regaled the Set with ‘In Memoriam’. Dixon listened entranced, Morris a little less so. He admired Tennyson, but there was defiance in that admiration. He had perceived some limitations. He commented: ‘Tennyson’s Sir Galahad is rather a mild youth.’ In expressing such lukewarmness about Tennyson Morris, whether consciously or not, was challenging the older, more bumptious Fulford, who had installed himself as the leader of the Set. Morris tended to resist overbearing masculinity. He detected a certain male rowdiness in Tennyson. He criticized the hero of ‘Locksley Hall’: ‘My dear fellow, if you are going to make that row, get out of the room, that’s all.’


Morris’s clique at Oxford was a reading set. In his second year at Oxford the Set began assembling weekly to read Shakespeare in one another’s rooms. Morris, Burne-Jones and Fulford were the prize performers, together with Cormell Price, by then at Brasenose. They drew lots for their parts. Morris did a good Macbeth and a good Touchstone, and his tour de force was Claudio in Measure for Measure. ‘He suddenly raised his voice to a loud and horrified cry at the word “Isabel”, and declaimed the awful following speech “Aye, but to die, and go we know not where” in the same pitch.’ The effect was overpowering. Morris kept his childlike literalness. Reading Troilus and Cressida he interrupted the passage where Thersites lists the fools, ending ‘And Patroclus is a fool positive’. Morris intervened unselfconsciously, delightedly: ‘Patroclus wants to know why he is a fool!’


The horizons of the Set were in some ways wider than those of William Morris. Coming as they did from Birmingham they were closer to industrial realities and social upheavals. Burne-Jones’s father had been enrolled as a special constable in the Chartist Riots of 1839, and the maidservant, putting the child to bed, had told him scaring stories of the violence on the streets. Cormell Price had childhood memories of bestial prize fights and remembered one Saturday night walking from Birmingham far into the Black Country and counting, in the last three miles, more than thirty people lying dead drunk on the ground, nearly half of them women. Because most of the pupils at King Edward’s Grammar School were day-boys, familiar with the city, taking short cuts through the slums, they were much more aware than Morris, insulated at his boarding school, of Dickensian squalor and industrial reality. Older boys at King Edward’s had awakened social consciences and they discussed contemporary social problems. Before they came to Oxford Cormell Price and Charles Faulkner were experts on such topics as sanitation and the Factory acts. Their awareness of poverty and suffering was deepened in 1854 by the terrible cholera epidemic (whose causes were no better understood than the outbreak of the Plague two centuries earlier). The Oxford autumn term was postponed for a week because of it. Morris’s story of that period, ‘A Dream’, has as its background the plague hospital of a disease-ridden city. Morris’s memories of Rouen? The sense of perspective in the Set was also altered by the onset of the Crimean War, the closest Europe came to an all-out war between 1815 and 1914.


There was a kind of youth cult in the circles of reformers. The ardour of Morris and his group of friends at Oxford was in some ways very close to that of the Young England movement of the 1840s. The spokesmen for Young England were four Conservative MPs: Benjamin Disraeli, Lord George Manners, Alexander Baillie-Cochrane, George Smythe. They themselves were young. In Disraeli’s trilogy of novels, Coningsby, Sybil and Tancred, it is the young men who are reforming activists. Young England sought to emulate ideals of mediaeval England, not in a regressive way but a creative one. They wanted to extract from mediaeval England those elements from which the Victorian age could learn. New societies based on equality of classes; a small-scale quasi-monastic system of community; the return to the country; the revival of physical activity; principles of shared work and work-as-holiday, like the road-building and haymaking in Morris’s News from Nowhere; architecture as the measure of civilization and the means by which the people reconnected themselves with the past: all these were ideas Morris worked on and developed and in the end, during his Socialist period, elaborated and sharpened almost beyond recognition. It is ironic that Morris’s Socialism had roots in the Tory Young England movement. Noteworthy too that such palliative measures as Disraeli’s Reform Act of 1867, which gave the vote to respectable urban working-class men, exacerbated discontent in the voteless lower strata, enabling Tory Young England to make common cause with the labouring classes, in an alliance which in some ways still exists.


Morris said that at Oxford he had been ‘a good deal influenced’ by the works of Charles Kingsley. Kingsley’s books gave him ‘some socio-political ideas which would have developed probably but for the attractions of art and poetry’. What exactly were these socio-political ideas? Charles Kingsley at this period was a controversial clergyman, a Christian Socialist and an academic. As Professor of English he had been a colleague of F. D. Maurice’s at Queen’s College in London. F. D. Maurice had been forced to retire after his denial of the received interpretation of Eternal Punishment: Burne-Jones had heard the news of this with great regret, ‘for the Christian Socialists, if Maurice and Kingsley are fair examples, must be glorious fellows’. Both Burne-Jones and William Morris were prone to sympathy for martyrs of the faith. Kingsley too had his history of martyrdom. In 1851, after he had preached a reckless sermon, the Bishop of London banned him from London preaching. What Morris found in him was iconoclasm, courage, an extreme concern with the right use of one’s talents and resources. Kingsley spoke to Morris of the conscience of his class.


The books Morris read at Oxford certainly included the first of Kingsley’s novels, Yeast, A Problem, written in 1848 and originally serialized in Fraser’s Magazine. Its hero, Lancelot Smith, is a young man with money who has just left Cambridge. Smith makes friends with a Carlyle-reading Cornish gamekeeper. Confronted with real rural poverty he is enlightened and inflamed. It is a powerful study of a young man with a conscience; it is one of the most savage novels ever written about class and the English. It was a book almost made for William Morris. Kingsley then wrote Alton Locke, Hypatia and Westward Ho! All these apparently were ‘welcomed gladly by the set’, who found in Kingsley’s works not only food for thought but the sources of marvellous and almost endless arguments. Kingsley’s were books they liked to read together: these took on a special meaning in the context of the group. Kingsley made them conscious of their country as it actually was, and they came to see themselves as young men with a mission, ‘as full of enthusiasm as the first crusaders’. This was how Burne-Jones described himself and Morris in their Kingsley days.


In 1855 Morris came of age. Devon Great Consols shares had been prospering and his mother was advised to safeguard the future of her children by putting shares in trust for them. Emma Morris and her brothers-in-law Thomas and Francis were the joint trustees. When he was twenty-one Morris was given thirteen shares. The dividend provided him with income of £741 in 1855, £715 in 1856 and so on. In today’s real terms this would be well over £7,000 a year. It was then a lavish income that gave him extra freedom but which was also a cause of some embarrassment, in that his spending power was immeasurably greater than that of the others in the Set. Already here at Oxford one can see the tension in him between his munificence, an extreme generosity that prompted him to buy his friends the books they had been wanting, surprising them, delighting them, and equally strong urges towards anonymity and modesty. There was a sense in which Morris’s relative affluence made it even more essential for him to feel accepted by his peers and a part of their activities. This was the beginning of a pattern. All his life he was to see the possibilities in using his wealth in the formation of brotherhoods, keeping them together with financial underpinning. He began to realize that his inheritance of riches made it even more important to find a proper purpose for his life.




*





In his early phase at Oxford Burne-Jones seriously considered founding a monastery. He was attracted by the brotherhood of chastity. He had been schooled in ideals of endurance. At Oxford one of the favourite novels of the Set had been Charlotte M. Yonge’s The Heir of Redclyffe. Dixon, in old age, still considered it ‘unquestionably one of the finest books in the world’. Like Yeast this was a book almost designed for Morris. The hero, Guy Morville, is dark, rich and very wilful. In his tempers he bites his lips and cuts through pencils, as uncouth as William Morris. The theme of this gripping surplice-ripper is, through faith and self-discipline, the schooling of the wild. With The Heir of Redclyffe we are in those High Victorian realms of self-sacrifice and sexual abnegation. Guy, after many trials, attains his love and marries her. On honeymoon in Italy he catches fever from the former enemy he nurses forgivingly. Philip recovers. Guy, alas, does not. Idealized, implicit in one of the most full-blown death scenes in any novel of the period, is the Tractarian principle of chastity, the aim of forgoing temporary earthly pleasure in exchange for the spiritual victory and riches in the afterlife. Did Morris read The Heir of Redclyffe with an intimation that sexual abnegation was to loom large in his life?








When death is coming near


And thy heart shrinks in fear


And thy limbs fail,


Then raise thy hands and pray


To Him who smooths the way


Through the dark vale.











In his final hours Guy had asked Amy, so soon to be his widow, to repeat their favourite lines from Sintram and his Companions. It was The Heir of Redclyffe that led Morris on to Sintram, the ‘winter’ story in the collected tales, one for each of the four seasons, by the German Baron Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué. In Oxford Morris and Burne-Jones had come upon a translation of this early nineteenth-century romance. The frontispiece was a woodcut copy of Dürer’s engraving of ‘The Knight and Death’, the knight riding on his horse through a desperation valley of gnarled trees and jagged rock-forms. Though the print was badly made the woodcut fascinated them and they pored over it for hours.


The meanings of Sintram fascinated them as well. The solemn mystic story of the hero travelling through the icy landscape, embattled with his own wild and troubled temperament, set up reverberations which would last for life for both of them. They took to it at Oxford not as an escapist narrative but as a blueprint for the living of real lives. Sintram too is a chronicle of self-discipline, self-sacrifice. Sintram’s mother is a nun, majestic, grey-haired, sexless. She is unable to receive him in her cloister until he is pure in mind and body, as unsullied as the snowy plains around the convent. Sintram, looking at his shield and on that shiny surface coming face to face with his own image, realizes how far he is from that ideal. In a moment of frenzy he reaches for his dagger and cuts off his black hair, ‘so that to look upon he was almost like a monk’. The dwarf, his sexual tempter, ‘the Little Master’, is as horrid as the lubricious yellow midget in Morris’s own 1890s’ fairytale The Wood beyond the World.


One of the Oxford models for William Morris’s monastery was in the nearby countryside. Morris and Burne-Jones both knew of the community at Littlemore, where early in the 1840s Newman bought land beside the church with the intention of founding ‘a half college, half monastery’ developed out of an L-shaped block of six cottages and stable. The stable was converted to make the library. The monastic accommodation at Littlemore was austere enough to have impressed the Italian Passionist priest Father Dominic Barberi: ‘nothing to be seen but poverty and simplicity – bare walls, floor composed of a few rough bricks without a carpet, a straw bed, one or two chairs, and a few books; this composed the whole furniture’. Though Morris loved his pleasures there was also in his nature a self-flagellating instinct, and his yearnings for the monastery involved a way of living at the opposite extreme from the home comforts of Walthamstow, with its welcoming window-seat, its apricots ripening in the kitchen garden. He was craving a dramatic volte-face and subduing of the flesh.


Burne-Jones, with his town background, was even more attracted to ideas of a mixed community of monastic and lay members working together in the centre of London, on the pattern suggested in Hurrell Froude’s Project for the Revival of Religion in Great Towns. Burne-Jones hoped to recruit Cormell Price to this community. He wrote to him in May 1853, ‘I have set my heart on our founding a Brotherhood. Learn Sir Galahad by heart; he is to be the patron of our Order.’ He described William Morris as being already involved in the project ‘heart and soul’. Burne-Jones made it very clear the Brotherhood would be a chaste one. A few months later he was writing to Price still more persuasively: ‘We must enlist you in this Crusade and Holy warfare against the age.’


Why this emphasis on chastity? One has to remember that chastity was then in fashion, especially amongst those with advanced aesthetic tastes making their own protest against vast Victorian families. There was the example of the Nazarenes, so called because of their return to the dress and indeed hairstyles of the Bible. This brotherhood of German painters, Lukasbrüder, or the Brotherhood of St Luke, had been founded in 1809. The leaders were Friedrich Overbeck and Franz Pforr. They moved to Rome in 1810, where they took over the disused monastery of S. Isidoro. There they were joined by Peter von Cornelius. In Rome Overbeck became a Roman Catholic. Their work is suffused by a religious solemnity. They believed the moral purpose of art had dissipated since the Middle Ages. They put a renewed emphasis on teaching through the workshops, and living monastically in a community. The Nazarenes were purist but they also had a certain flamboyance. They revived the art of the monumental fresco. They forsook the world to flood it with immense and crowded canvases. Their connection with the English Pre-Raphaelites is patent. There too in the orbit of the Nazarenes is Morris, of the second generation of Pre-Raphaelites, with his combination of reticence and splendours. His mediaevalism edged towards the outré: vast chambers hung with tapestries, preposterous stained glass.


Another of the models for William Morris’s monastery was the plan put forward by George Edmund Street, one of the leading English Gothic architects and a vigorous Anglo-Catholic. In 1848 he had drawn up his proposals for an English artistic and religious foundation, a society or college in which the students and the masters would be ‘under certain religious ordinances and live a life in strict accord with the lofty character of their work’. By the time Morris had arrived at Exeter, Street was diocesan architect of Oxford. There he later built the great North Oxford church of St Philip and St James, known to future generations as Phil-Jim. He and Morris did not at this stage know each other, but in their ideals of artistic celibacy there is an obvious link. The monastic connection ran from William Morris to the later English communities of craftsmen: in its most dramatic form to Eric Gill at Ditchling, putting on the habit of the Third Order of St Dominic, complete with the girdle of chastity. It was not always as convincing as it might have been; but a constant element of Arts and Crafts in England was its purism and separatism, the creation of small rural worlds apart from the distractions of flesh.


For Morris and Burne-Jones the ideal of chastity provided a convenient postponement of decision. They were young for their years, with a hazy sexuality. Georgiana Burne-Jones may have had a vested interest in registering an impression of her husband’s early purity, but there is no reason to question her assertion of the sexual naïveté prevailing in the Set. She was confident that ‘the mystery which shrouds men and women from each other in youth was sacred to each one of them’. She says they had no conquering airs with women: to this extent Burne-Jones and Morris were Mr Verdant Greens. If anything their leanings at this stage were homosexual, but a world away from the knowingness of Oxford homosexuals of the 1890s. They had that particular mid-nineteenth-century romantic openness.


Burne-Jones had been nervous about Morris’s reception of his first and best Birmingham friend, Cormell Price. But he need not have worried. Price was stalwart, gentle, handsome, with a face that looked permanently sunburnt, and Morris loved him from the first. It was Crom Price who was the confidant of one of William Morris’s rare emotional outbursts, in the earliest surviving letter from his Oxford years. He and Price, at the end of term, had somehow missed each other. Morris wrote from home:




I won’t make any excuses: please forgive me. As the train went away from the station, I saw you standing in your scholar’s gown and looking for me. If I hadn’t been on the other side, I think I should have got out of the window to say goodbye again.





In those few phrases one looks into a small world of male tendresse.




*





A fixed memory of the Oxford of that period is of William Morris reading Ruskin out loud to his friends in the mighty singing voice which was chanting more than reading. He declaimed from The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Modern Painters and The Stones of Venice. He almost hurled these works towards his audience, defying them not to be impressed by Ruskin’s descriptions of the slave ship or his eloquent defence of Turner’s skies. Morris the omnivorous reader was already familiar with the two published volumes of Ruskin’s Modern Painters before he came to Oxford. But the second volume of The Stones of Venice, published in 1853, was an Oxford book, the Oxford book of that whole period when the reading of Ruskin seemed to Morris to have been a ‘sort of revelation’. He was particularly dazzled by the chapter in The Stones of Venice entitled ‘On the Nature of Gothic Architecture: and herein of the true functions of the workman in art’. When this chapter was published in the 1890s in one of the first of the Kelmscott Press editions he explained the great impact it had had on him originally:




in future days it will be considered as one of the very few necessary and inevitable utterances of the century. To some of us when we first read it … it seemed to point out a new road on which the world should travel.





Burne-Jones was a natural convert. But to others of the Set Ruskin’s verbal torrent, with his passion for the visual, was unfamiliar and at first bewildering. Morris’s championing of Ruskin shows how quickly his approval could sway the taste of others. Dixon recollected ‘we soon saw the greatness and importance of it’. In Stalky & Co. Beetle is reading Fors Clavigera. Evidently Cormell Price later recommended Ruskin’s books to the boys in his charge at Westward Ho.


Morris always insisted that Ruskin came at the right time and that he was the prime mover in the turning of the tide away from a blind faith in materialist progress and towards a perception of the damage to society this implied. Ruskin was in his middle thirties when Morris was at Oxford. His Seven Lamps of Architecture, a precise and inspired disquisition on the Gothic, was one of the handbooks of the Gothic revival. In the early 1850s his intervention in defence of the Pre-Raphaelites profoundly influenced public attitudes towards them. Ruskin had by this time acquired the authority of the minor sage. His ‘On the Nature of Gothic’, part description, part polemic, is a wonderfully lucid essay on morality, eccentric and impassioned, written in a soaring and idiosyncratic Biblical prose. Morris fell upon it, finding in it what he described later as the ‘marvellous inspiration of genius’ that took Ruskin to ‘the centre of mediaeval art’. This insight had to do with art and national culture: it was the perception that the art of any epoch was the expression of its social coherence. Ruskin took his argument to an extreme critique of contemporary morals, appealing to Morris both as mediaevalist and as the conscience-stricken heir of the City finance houses. Ruskin’s claim was that the social structures of the Middle Ages allowed the workman freedom of individual expression tragically absent in the Victorian age.


Morris at one stage commented that Ruskin appealed more directly to working-class than middle-class audiences because they could see the prophet in him rather than the fantastic rhetorician. Morris too had the simplicity to cut through the swathes of Ruskinian elaboration to seize his central truths. Ruskin argued against the division of labour in the Victorian factories and the way it inevitably dehumanized the operatives: ‘if you will make a man of the working creature, you cannot make a tool’. He attacked the monotony of the Victorian industrial system, with its morally destructive cycles: boredom and monotony at work, sweated or otherwise, followed by pursuit of leisure completely unconnected with the work or work place. In that disconnection social neurosis lies.


Ruskin challenged the traditional view that a designer should not also be a maker: it seemed to him unsatisfactory to the point of immorality for one man’s thoughts to be executed by another man’s hands. His most startling proposals arose from what he saw as an incorrect distinction between manual labour and intellect:







We are always in these days endeavouring to separate the two; we want one man to be always thinking, and another to be always working, and we call one a gentleman, and the other an operative; whereas the workman ought often to be thinking, and the thinker often to be working, and both should be gentlemen, in the best sense.





Leaving aside the ‘gentlemen’, this statement is so radical that it still strikes one as relatively modern: Eric Gill preached something like it in the 1930s and so did Raymond Williams in the 1960s. As it has seemed to commentators in the 1990s, no wonder that the National Curriculum is so unsatisfactory – arrived at by Westminster and Whitehall ‘gentlemen’, more than a century too late.


Morris at Oxford read the works of other English social critics widely. Amongst his belongings still kept at his old college, the jumble of pipes, pens, compasses, spectacles, there is a copy of Carlyle’s Past and Present. He was affected by Carlyle deeply and lastingly: especially by Carlyle’s dour view of the present in relation to the moral vigour of the past. But he was always more attuned to Ruskin’s high-flown clarities. He found Carlyle too grotesque: he once said somebody should have been beside Carlyle to punch his head every five minutes. The ‘ferocity’ of Carlyle’s gloom stood as a warning to him. The influence of Ruskin was always to be greater because Ruskin was ecstatic and allowed him chinks of light. Ruskin founded his Guild of St George with the purpose of transplanting on English soil the laws and methods of life already proven in the great cities of Venice and Florence at the high point of their cultural achievements. Ruskin sat down by the roadside, while his Hinksey roadworks were in progress, perching himself on a heap of rubble, learning from a stone-breaker how to break flints. Ruskin’s progress was heroic, containing a whole series of such emblematic episodes. Morris’s life was also to be a bit like that.


As late as 1850 an Oxford college library refused to purchase any books by John Ruskin. But during the period Morris was at Oxford the town became gradually Ruskinized. Ruskin was himself involved with Dr Henry Acland in the initiative for the University Museum, the building intended to house ‘all the materials explanatory of the organic beings placed upon the globe’. Acland was in Scotland with John Ruskin, Ruskin’s wife and Millais in that notorious summer of 1853 which led to Effie’s nullity suit for non-consummation against her husband. Effie later married Millais. It is strange that in the year in which Morris was absorbing Ruskin’s proposals to remedy society Ruskin himself was undergoing such painful and humiliating trials of the heart.


The Museum building was started two years later. The architect was Benjamin Woodward from Dublin, grave, silent, sensitive, and though only middle-aged already terminally ill. That whole Museum project, with its earnest aspirations, its slight touch of melancholy, was true to the spirit of the Oxford of that time. ‘The Museum rose before us like an exhalation,’ wrote a contemporary don, admiring how every detail of the building, even panelling and skirting boards, gas burners and door handles, was an object lesson in art. He noted the ironwork, ‘plastically trained’ into flower forms and leaf shapes. In between the shafts of the interior arcades were instructive displays of British rocks, and the columns of the buildings were themselves designed as scientific specimens, showing the character of different materials, stone, granite and marble. They rose like the pillars of a great cathedral in shades of grey and buff and pink and white.


Ruskin saw the Museum as ‘the first building raised in England since the close of the fifteenth century, which has fearlessly put to a new trial this old faith in … the genius of the unassisted workman who gathered out of nature the materials he needed’. Literally so: the red-bearded O’Shea brothers and their nephew, part of the contingent who had come over from Ireland with Woodward, brought in plants from the Botanic Gardens to use as their sources for the carving of the pillars. When they started to caricature leading Oxford figures they had to be got rid of. Ruskin’s theories of creative freedom had been seen to go too far. Ruskin himself, who was frequently on site advising and encouraging, is said to have worked personally on the carving of a column, which one of the workmen later took down. The immense rib-vaulted portal with its lavish marble carving was designed by Hungerford Pollen. Pollen was the artist who had painted the roof of Merton college chapel with a bold cross-hatching of green and black and russet. In their first term at Oxford Morris and Burne-Jones had spent many silent afternoons in the chapel which they rated with the cloisters at New College as their chief local shrine.


It was fortunate for them that they had come to Oxford at a time of such cross-currents. There was the connection between art and the scientists, of which Dr Acland, medical practitioner and Reader in Anatomy and architectural patron, was the supreme example. There was also the connection between art and the Tractarians. Morris and Burne-Jones belonged to the Plain-Song Society which practised regularly in the Music-Room at Holywell. Other members were Woodward and G. E. Street, the architects, and the well-known chivalric painter William Dyce. When they went to the gymnasium in Oriel Lane their instructor was Archibald MacLaren, a sportsman of unusual erudition. He wrote books on physical education and commissioned Burne-Jones to illustrate a collection of fairytales.


MacLaren, about twelve years their senior, was intrigued by Morris and Burne-Jones and would ask them out to his house in Summertown, then in the country. He was partly a father figure, partly older brother. He supported them and teased them. These visits to MacLaren were their first joint contact with the outside world. It was a low white house, with a rose-covered veranda and a little enclosed garden, a model for Morris’s many enclosed gardens, real and imagined, boxed in with white walls. There they met MacLaren’s young wife, hardly more than a girl. When he saw the studies of landscape and foliage Burne-Jones had been making in the country around Oxford MacLaren was impressed and gave him great encouragement. Morris was at this stage drawing not flowers but buildings: windows, arches and gables. He was arriving at his sense of the centrality of architecture as the basis of all arts.


The Pre-Raphaelite painters had preceded them to Oxford. Here already, in the early 1850s, the Pre-Raphaelites had found their first important patron, Thomas Combe, leading Tractarian and Printer to the University. He purchased Millais’s ‘Christ in the Carpenter’s Shop’; Charles Collins’s ‘Convent Thoughts’, painted partly in Combe’s own garden in Oxford; Holman Hunt’s ‘Converted British Family Sheltering a Christian Missionary from the Persecution of the Druids’. In a way it seems surprising that the first intimation of the Pre-Raphaelites for Morris and Burne-Jones came so indirectly, from the publication of Ruskin’s Edinburgh lectures in 1854. ‘I was working in my room,’ wrote Burne-Jones, ‘when Morris ran in one morning bringing the newly published book with him: so everything was put aside until he read it all through to me. And there we first saw about the Pre-Raphaelites, and there I first saw the name of Rossetti. So for many a day after that we talked of little else but paintings which we had never seen.’


Combe had also purchased from Millais ‘The Return of the Dove to the Ark’, an oil painting exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1851. It shows the homing dove with its sprig of laurel being cradled by two wives of the sons of Noah. They are very young and girlish, one in an emerald green dress, the other in a floating white robe. Very shortly after they first heard of the Pre-Raphaelites, this painting was on show in Oxford, in James Wyatt’s picture dealers in the High Street; ‘and then’, said Burne-Jones, ‘we knew’.




*





In the autumn of 1854 Morris had moved into new rooms at Exeter. These adjoined Burne-Jones’s rooms in the Old Buildings of the college, since demolished. They were complicated buildings, gabled, pebble-dashed and rambling. Small dark passages led from the staircase to the sitting-room; steps up to the window seat, steps down to the bedroom. Doors banged in people’s faces; there was a certain claustrophobia, a Charley’s Aunt atmosphere of incipient farce. It was here in the Old Buildings that Morris became a poet. ‘Here, one morning,’ recorded Burne-Jones, ‘just after breakfast, he brought me in the first poem he ever made. After that, no week went by without a poem.’


The news spread around the Set. Crom Price and Richard Dixon went to Exeter, found Morris with Burne-Jones who announced it to them wildly: ‘“He’s a big poet.” “Who is?” asked we. “Why Topsy.”’ Topsy was the name Burne-Jones had given Morris, an in-joke referring to his mop of hair. Topsy was the little slave girl in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s recently published Uncle Tom’s Cabin. It was Topsy who maintained she had no father and no mother and, when questioned on her origin, said ‘I’spect I grow’d’.


Dixon, late in life, remembered the scene vividly:




We sat down and heard Morris read his first poem, the first that he had ever written in his life. It was called ‘The Willow and the Red Cliff’. As he read it, I felt that it was something the like of which had never been heard before. It was a thing entirely new; founded on nothing previous: perfectly original, whatever its value, and sounding truly striking and beautiful, extremely decisive and powerful in execution … I expressed my admiration in some way, as we all did; and I remember his remark, ‘Well, if this is poetry, it is very easy to write’.





Morris himself contributed to the legend of the instant Oxford poet, recording in his long autobiographical letter to Scheu: ‘While still an undergraduate, I discovered that I could write poetry, much to my amazement.’ In fact it seems unlikely that ‘The Willow and the Red Cliff’ was the first poem he had written. In the 1920s a small cache of early Morris poems and fragments not published in his first collected volume was retrieved from a drawer of a bureau which had belonged to Morris’s sister Emma. Amongst these is a long poem in Tennysonian blank verse about the destruction and rebuilding of the temple. ‘The Dedication of the Temple’ was the subject for an Oxford prize poem in December 1853. As an undergraduate Morris would not himself have been eligible to enter, but the subject must have struck him as irresistible.








                  it is sweet


To see the many marble pillars stand,


To see within, the many archèd cross:


To see the arches other arches make


In dark and light upon the marble floor.











This is an unmistakably Ruskinian temple. Morris’s narrative has a certain vigour although it is obviously immature.


Morris seems to have obliterated from his memory the poems in this collection. Looking at them now, some naïve ballad quatrains seem almost juvenilia, and there are poems that may date back to Marlborough, written out in Emma’s careful and affectionate hand. Morris probably considered these false starts. What does seem obvious is that in his second year at Oxford he started writing poetry with sudden new seriousness and much increased facility.


Morris’s enthusiasms came in cycles. Each new enthusiasm quickly eclipsed the old one. Morris’s own letters show the extent to which the writing of poems had now become obsessive. In his poetic phase the urge to make a poem came nagging at him constantly like one of his compulsive physical activities, a mental equivalent of his netting or his weaving. On Tuesday in Holy Week (3 April 1855) he wrote to Crom Price from Walthamstow enclosing a poem he described as ‘exceedingly seedy’: the poem begins ‘’Twas in Church on Palm Sunday’. It is an accumulative poem about kisses, Easter kisses, lovers’ kisses, death-bed kisses, unmeant kisses:








Willow standing ’gainst the blue,


Where the light clouds come and go,


Mindeth me of kiss untrue











In another letter he tells Price the idea of ‘Kisses’ came to him in church: not at sermon-time, but as the second lesson, the history of Judas’s betrayal, was being read. One gets the impression that this inner life of poetry, exhausting and compulsive, was making his home life seem more remote and even less congenial. He complains to Price from Walthamstow, ‘there are no facts here to write about; I have no one to talk to, except to ask for things to eat and drink and clothe myself withal; I have read no new books since I saw you, in fact no books at all.’ His Oxford life had taken over from his old life. When Burne-Jones had come to stay and his mother had embarked on childhood reminiscences, seeing Burne-Jones was fond of him, Morris had been embarrassed and had shut his mother up.


It is curious that Dixon laid so much stress on Morris’s originality. ‘The Willow and the Red Cliff’ is particularly Keatsian, and indeed close to the poetry Dixon himself was writing:








About the river goes the wind


And moans through the sad grey willow


And calls up sadly to my mind


The heave and swell of the billow.







For the sea heaves up beneath the moon,


And the river runs down to it.


It will meet the sea by the red cliff,


Salt water running through it.







That cliff it rises steep from the sea


On its top a thorn tree stands,


With its branches blown away from the sea


As if praying with outstretched hands







To be saved from the wind, from the merciless wind


That moaneth through it always,


And very seldom gives it rest


When the dark is falling pallwise.







One day when the wind moaned through that tree,


As it moans now through the willow,


On the cliff sat a woman clasping her knee


O’er the rise and fall of the billow











Keats was being read within the Set in those days. Morris always admired Keats with a ‘boundless admiration’ and liked to refer to him as one of his masters. Wordsworth, he later confessed, was a poet whom at Oxford he only pretended to have liked. By 1855 he had read a little Shelley and had liked the poems he had read: ‘“The Skylark” was one: WHAT a gorgeous thing it is!’ But a later conclusion was that Shelley had no eyes. What he found and related to so easily in Keats was his supreme visual quality. Morris drew the distinction between poets of rhetoric, in which category he put Milton and Swinburne, and poets who were primarily makers of pictures, visually observant poets such as Chaucer and Keats. Morris too was by instinct a picture-making poet, though he had yet to find his own poetic voice.


Morris had no high opinion of his early Oxford poetry. When it was suggested in the 1890s that some of his unpublished poems should be reclaimed and printed Morris shuddered. He did not want the ‘ingenuous callowness’ of them revealed to public gaze. In a way what had been more important than the poems themselves had been the context of their writing. Poetry at Oxford had been a group activity. Fulford, booming reader, was himself a poet. Dixon, dark, pale-faced, sad-voiced, shabby, beautiful and dirty, became a poet of small output but strange visionary quality. When Tennyson died not just Morris’s name but Dixon’s was being bandied around as his possible successor as Poet Laureate. It was an atmosphere of intense creative interplay and Morris, for the first time in his life, was at the hub of it, alert, hectic, exhortatory, beaming, directing operations, giving and receiving. This scenario came to be so necessary to him he would attempt to recreate it in successive bands of brothers grouped around him, most notably in Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co.




*





Morris at Oxford was exuberant and noisy. ‘A little more piano sir,’ Madox, his scout at Exeter, is said to have suggested. There were tales of Morris shouting for his scout out of the window while the man was actually standing in the room. Such tales accumulated. It was while he was at Oxford that Morris’s wild temper began to take on the quality of legend. In these rages he was accredited with superhuman strength: driving his head against the wall hard enough to make a deep dent in the plaster; biting practically through the woodwork of a window frame; using his teeth to lift up heavy weights. Dixon described his masochistic habit of beating his own head, ‘dealing himself vigorous blows, to take it out of himself’. MacLaren complained that Morris’s bills at the gymnasium for broken sticks and foils equalled those of all the rest of his pupils put together. Unimpressed with the quality of the Christmas pudding served at Red Lion Square Morris hurled it down the stairs. These were stories which persisted, in one form or another, until Morris was middle-aged. They were passed round and embroidered, like the tales in Nordic sagas. What was behind them, and indeed how true were they?


It does seem certain that Morris’s famous rages at their worst could develop into something more alarming: a kind of seizure in which he partially lost consciousness. The most graphic description comes, again, from Dixon in notes supplied for but played down in Mackail’s biography. Morris had gone to stay with him in Birmingham:




When he was to go, we both (I think) misread the railway guide, and drove to the station when there was no train: and there was nothing for it but to wait to next day. I was made aware of this by a fearful cry in my ears, and saw Morris ‘translated’. It lasted all the way home. It then vanished in a moment: he was calm as if it had never been, and began painting in watercolours. I wanted to get him some wine: but he said he was all right, and he manifestly was.





There has been such a conspiracy of silence over Morris’s true medical condition that it is difficult now to piece the evidence together. But it does seem likely that the incident described by Dixon is a typical example of a relatively minor disappointment and annoyance triggering an involuntary physical response out of all proportion to its cause. It appears that in these states Morris did not actually fall to the ground but remained immobile, unaware of his surroundings for what could be many minutes, in what would now be described as partial seizure. When Bernard Shaw, fascinated as he was by medical phenomena and particularly gleeful at pointing out the weakness in anyone so apparently robust, first broached the subject he used the word ‘eclampsia’ to describe Morris’s condition. This term is now used mainly to refer to quasi-epileptic fits during pregnancy, dangerous if not controlled by drugs. Shaw was using it in a more generalized sense to suggest that Morris’s rages in fact were pathological and that Morris’s loss of physical control when crossed or irritated was not quite sane. One of the puzzles that remain is whether Morris’s ‘translation’ was followed by amnesia, an involuntary obliteration of the incident from his memory, or whether the almost ingratiating quietness that followed on his outbursts was the result of his dismay and his embarrassment. But Shaw echoes Dixon in his comment that these rages left Morris shaken ‘as men are shaken after a fit’.


Inevitably these illnesses engendered a kind of separation from the male friends Morris by now so much depended on. There was his immediate frightening removal into the ‘absent’ state. Equally, there was the state of anxious tension in the aftermath, the moments of returning to reality. It seems his friends made light of it, sharing his own embarrassments and hoping to contain these incidents by the chaff and horseplay the Set was always prone to. There was a youthful cruelty in their behaviour. After one of his ‘storms’ in the late 1850s Faulkner stuck a label ‘He is mad’ on William Morris’s hat, before they went out.


What is interesting is the way Morris himself colluded, as if desperate to make himself more socially acceptable. He turned himself almost into a cartoon character for the entertainment of the Set. He was willing to stagger around holding a coal scuttle in his teeth, in imitation of the passengers alighting from a cross-Channel steamer. In London, slightly later, ‘He would imitate an eagle with considerable skill and humour, climbing onto a chair.’ He went along with the sobriquet of Topsy more than was absolutely necessary, sometimes signing his letters not with his name but with the sign of the small boy’s spinning top. Morris’s Socialist colleagues were furious at the way the name Topsy was still lingering among his old acquaintances up till the 1890s. They felt that it demeaned him. Bernard Shaw pondered this problem: ‘There must have been a moment in which he realised that there was no such person as Topsy.’ Indeed there was; but it did not happen yet.


Morris’s writings make great use of rages, trances and translations. The Black Knight in The Water of the Wondrous Isles casts himself down, rolls about and paws the ground. In the same novel, when Birdalone returns to him, Arthur in thanksgiving sinks his forehead to the earth: he rolls over, his limbs stretch out, blood gushes from his mouth. In ‘The Hollow Land’, a story of Morris’s Oxford period, a dizzying swoon precedes Arnold’s benign vision of his love clad in loose white raiment sitting on a great grey stone. He consistently dwells on the prophetic power of swooning. The most vocal of Morris’s prophets, the Hall-Sun in The House of the Wolfings, is a swooner. It is also significant that she is a woman. Perhaps those who have experienced this sort of other-worldliness have the equipment to get closer to the truth.




*





By the end of William Morris’s second year in Oxford hopes for the monastery seem to have been waning. Price wrote: ‘Morris has become questionable on doctrinal points, and Ted is too Catholic to be ordained.’


Other things preoccupied them. In the summer vacation of 1855 Morris went to the Royal Academy exhibition in London. It was here he first met Georgiana Macdonald. She was then fifteen, demure, shy, incandescent with intelligence. Burne-Jones already knew her. Her father, the Rev. George Macdonald, a leading Wesleyan Methodist, had been a minister on the Birmingham circuit in the early 1850s. Georgie’s brother Harry was at King Edward’s Grammar School with Ned. She had once answered the door to him, the small girl in her pinafore. The Macdonald family had now returned to London. Slowly, tentatively, she and Ned had renewed acquaintanceship.


A remarkable female dynasty emerged from that Methodist background of plain living and high thinking. Georgie’s elder sister Alice was Rudyard Kipling’s mother. Of her three younger sisters Agnes married the artist and later Royal Academician Edward Poynter; Louisa married the Midlands ironmaster Alfred Baldwin, MP for Bewdley, and their son was Stanley Baldwin, Conservative prime minister three times between 1923 and 1937. Even in such a family of formidable women Georgie stood out for her asperity and firmness. Rossetti, who knew these clever daughters as young women, had predicted it was only Louisa who would grow up to be the equal of ‘Mrs. Ned’. The oldest daughter, Mary, had died in early childhood, like Morris’s elder brother: this was one bond between them. Another was a concentration on essentials so dogged as to constitute a kind of blindness. As a child it had never occurred to Georgie to wonder if her family were rich or poor.


The Academy meeting was an unpropitious start to Morris’s friendship with the woman Sydney Cockerell described as his ‘spiritual affinity’. Georgie was accompanied there by Wilfred Heeley, a friend of her brother’s, another of that close-knit group of Birmingham young men. Heeley said, ‘That’s Morris,’ pointing at the stolid figure standing closely scrutinizing Millais’s painting of ‘The Rescue’. Heeley introduced them. She thought him very handsome, of an unusual type, reminiscent of the statues of mediaeval kings. He had no moustache in those days so the shaping of his mouth, which she always felt was his most expressive feature, stood out clearly. His hair waved and curled ‘triumphantly’.


But his eyes seemed inward-looking: ‘he looked as if he scarcely knew me,’ she wrote later. At their next meeting the following summer, the impasse had remained. Georgie wondered how this awkward, unresponsive man had ever written the poem of ‘Rapunzel and Golden Guendolen’. He did not appear poetic.


Other people at the time observed this same incongruity.
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