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Preface





When Edward Burne-Jones died in 1898 a memorial service was held in Westminster Abbey, after special intervention from the Prince of Wales. The Abbey was packed and the sense of grief was genuine. This was the first time an English artist had been honoured in this way. The unworldly young recruit to the once derided Pre-Raphaelite movement had arrived at a unique position in late Victorian Britain: Sir Edward Burne-Jones, by now a baronet, had become an elder statesman of Victorian art. His driving force had always been a moral one; like his friend William Morris he was set against the age. But in many ways Burne-Jones had encapsulated it. He had become the licensed escapist of his period, perpetrating an art of ancient myths, magical landscapes, insistent sexual yearnings, that expressed deep psychological needs for his contemporaries. His paintings released forces half-hidden in the deep recesses of the Victorian imagination.


Burne-Jones had been a man of violent responses and antipathies who was apt to thrust a red-hot poker through a book he disapproved of, and he believed boldly in the power of art to counteract the spiritual degradation, the meanness and corruption he saw everywhere around him in the ruthlessly expansionist, imperialistic Britain of the nineteenth century. Crooked statesmen, unjust laws, rampant commercialisation. His visionary paintings offered an alternative scenario of the immaterial which for his admirers became realer than the real. What did Burne-Jones mean by beauty? This is what he said:




I mean by a picture a beautiful romantic dream of something that never was, never will be – in a light better than any light that ever shone – in a land no one can define or remember, only desire – and the forms divinely beautiful.





Burne-Jones is a tantalising subject for biography partly because of his enormous productivity. He did just so much, in such different directions, with that very Victorian hyper-energy. As an artist Burne-Jones was extraordinarily versatile, working in a diversity of techniques and materials on many different scales. He resists any easy definition. Besides his large-scale paintings and whole sequences of pictures he made thousands of designs for stained glass, embroidery and tapestry, hand-painted furniture, clothes, shoes and jewellery. Loving music, Burne-Jones even started a campaign for the reform of piano design. In collaboration with William Morris he made numerous illustrations for books.


He never stopped designing. An evening’s entertainment, after a hard day in the studio, would be the rapid drawing out of a cartoon for his latest stained-glass window, with his friends and his family gathered around. One of the problems for anybody trying to keep track of his chronology is his tendency to work on several assignments simultaneously. There was always a queue of projects in his mind. A painting begun in, say, 1869 might be abandoned for two decades then brought out again and finished in a frenzy of activity for an exhibition. Many works were never completed at all. Unpainted Masterpieces, one of the most brilliant of his self-caricatures, shows the artist in the studio overcome with shame, as a stack of blank canvases piles up in the background. Burne-Jones clients had to brace themselves for a long wait.


His character too can be maddeningly evasive. A peculiar doubleness pervades his personality. He was neurotic, depressive, prone to violent mood swings. The melancholy dreamer who seemed so withdrawn and solemn could suddenly become uproariously merry, whimsical and bantering with that particular Victorian style of silliness. His laugh, we are told in the memoirs of the period, was ‘of the Ho-ho! kind’. Visitors to his house would watch with fascination the sudden transformation of ‘the mage into the conjuror at a children’s party, like meeting the impish eyes of Puck beneath the cowl of a monk’. Burne-Jones was friends with many actors – Henry Irving, Ellen Terry, Sarah Bernhardt – and there was a strong element of staginess in him.


His charm was legendary. For one of his chief clients, the rising politician Arthur Balfour, Burne-Jones was simply the most charming man he ever met. People loved Burne-Jones for his intelligence and sweetness, his empathy and wit. But he was unpredictable. They knew they could not nail him. ‘I want to reckon you up and it’s like counting clouds,’ John Ruskin once complained. Compared with Burne-Jones, his close friend William Morris – whose life I wrote some years ago – had been straightforward. Morris’s personality had a grand consistency. Burne-Jones prevaricates and teases, tries to slip away.


So how to pin down a man with an innate resistance to biography? Burne-Jones had himself thrown out the challenge I found quite irresistible: ‘lives of men who dream are not lives to tell, are they? … What is there to say about an artist or poet ever? … My life is what I long for, and love, and regret, and desire, and no one knows on earth.’ I realised this was a book I had to take my time on. I allotted four years to it; it took me nearer six.


I felt it was a book that would need a lot of travel. One way to comprehend him was examining his places: Birmingham, the burgeoning industrial city that was Burne-Jones’s birthplace; Oxford where Burne-Jones was an undergraduate and where he first discovered his vocation as an artist; London and especially West Kensington where Burne-Jones’s house, The Grange, became so famous in its period as a beacon of Aesthetic Movement taste.


Most important was the tracing of his travels around Italy, a kind of artistic apprenticeship for him as he studied the great Italian artists of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. I followed the routes of his four journeys made in 1859, 1862, 1871 and 1873 to Venice and Florence and gradually south through Tuscany to Rome, seeing what he saw and recorded in his notebooks and his sketchbooks, gradually understanding the paintings and the buildings that gave him such high moments of excitement. Burne-Jones returned to England Italianised. From then on his art would be crucial in the forming of the English dream of Italy that still persists.


One of my intentions in writing this biography has been to bring Burne-Jones out from under William Morris’s shadow. He is all too often seen as Morris’s rather wimpish junior partner, an idea in which he himself colluded in his beautiful cartoons of the two of them together. This ridiculously simplifies the truth. They were of course close friends, in a friendship dating back to Oxford when they were undergraduates together. They were working partners in the decorating firm set up by William Morris, the enterprise that became the highly successful Morris & Co. But creatively Burne-Jones was more than Morris’s equal. He was the greater artist although Morris was unarguably the greater man.


Socially they moved in rather different London circles, increasingly so as Burne-Jones was cultivated by the well-to-do intellectuals and aesthetes while Morris became a committed revolutionary Socialist. Having previously described the agonising rift that arose between them in the 1880s from Morris’s viewpoint it was interesting to approach their political divergence from the other side. Burne-Jones remained convinced that an artist’s fundamental role within society lay not in political activism but in concentrating all his energies into producing works of art. This is a political debate that still continues. What precisely is an artist for?


Another of my main aims in this book has been to bring Burne-Jones’s wife Georgiana much more into the foreground than she has been in previous biographies, including her own two-volume Memorials published in 1904. Georgie had a lot to contend with in Burne-Jones’s scandalous liaison with his Greek muse and model Maria Zambaco and his long line of later adorations. She put up for years with her husband scribbling those discursive, entreating, intimate illustrated letters to his adored women in another room. In the end I think his bad behaviour fortified her. Georgie’s own tendresse for William Morris, in the continuing and fascinating soap opera of Pre-Raphaelite life, encouraged her into political involvement. This was a woman who broke out of her own doll’s house and became a respected and hard-working Parish Councillor in the Sussex village of Rottingdean.


Burne-Jones was never not in love. In life as in art he was always in pursuit. It may seem a bit simplistic to trace his desperation for love, sex, the physical connection to the death of his mother in his early infancy. But there is ever present in his own accounts of his feelings and worst nightmares the fear of the loved person being snatched away. The story of his complicated love life has been hampered by the lack of easily accessible documentation. There is still no published collection of his letters: an extraordinary vacuum since Burne-Jones’s letters are not only interesting in themselves but give a unique insight into English cultural life in the second half of the nineteenth century.


The last full-scale Burne-Jones biography was Penelope Fitz gerald’s published in 1975, a book I much admire, written with a novelist’s sensitivity to the nuances of emotional history. However, not all the sources now emerging were available to her. A long trawl through the masses of Burne-Jones correspondence still in private archives, in local history libraries and family collections has yielded much new information. It is now becoming possible to arrive at a much fuller account of Burne-Jones’s family relationships and sexual history, especially his devastating love affair with Maria Zambaco, than has been feasible before.


I have also had the advantage of Josceline Dimbleby’s research into Burne-Jones’s last serious liaison which was with her own great-grandmother Helen Mary Gaskell. Dimbleby tells the story in her book A Profound Secret, published in 2004. My own account of the affair has been amplified through Josceline Dimbleby’s generosity in making available her full transcriptions of Burne-Jones’s correspondence with his beloved May.




 





‘I suppose I have learned my lesson at last,’ he wrote to May Gaskell three years before he died, ‘the best in me has been love and it brought me the most sorrow.’ Love was certainly the stimulus for the finest examples of Burne-Jones’s art: Nimuë pursuing and tantalising Merlin; Phyllis clasping Demaphoön in a desperate embrace as she emerges from the almond tree; Pygmalion kneeling, daunted, at the feet of his own work, the living, breathing woman the sculptor has created; the mermaid dragging a lover to the unknown depths of a cruel ocean. These are images of passion but in the end bleak pictures of men’s and women’s incompatibility.


It is this bleakness of vision that connects him to a twentieth-century art of psychosexual exploration. His influence extended to Freudian Vienna, to Oskar Kokoschka, Egon Schiele and the glittery, complicated and disturbing erotic dream paintings of Gustav Klimt. You can find echoes of Burne-Jones’s search for love and beauty and sexual fulfilment in the work of the Swiss Symbolist painter Ferdinand Hodler. There is evidence of the strong impression made by Burne-Jones’s art on the young ‘Blue Period’ Picasso and Picasso’s contemporary Barcelona painters. His preoccupation with sex was to be echoed in the work of Eric Gill and Stanley Spencer. Of all British twentieth-century artists it is Spencer, with his unrelenting candour and the strangeness of his vision, who relates most closely to Burne-Jones.


Burne-Jones, as we have seen, resisted a biography, valuing his privacy. But in every work he ever made he gives himself away. My main source for this book in the end has been his paintings, his beautiful embroideries, the decorated furniture, that most wonderful stained glass and the sequence of brilliant cartoons which are equally, or even more, revealing. The life is there, self-evident, embedded in the art.
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Birmingham 1833–52





Burne-Jones as an artist was obsessed with themes of questing. The traumatic adventures of Perseus on his travels to capture the head of the snaky-haired Medusa; the young prince’s ardent journey through the thorny thickets towards the Sleeping Beauty; the quest of Arthur’s knights for the mystic Holy Grail. These stories formed the basis for Burne-Jones’s major works in painting and in tapestry. He returned to these magic narratives again and again, on varying scales and in different media. In a sense they became the story of his life. There is of course an underlying element of fairy tale, of mythical progression, in the way in which Edward or ‘Ted’ Jones, born into respectable poverty in Birmingham, transformed himself into Sir Edward Burne-Jones Bart., one of the great figures of the Victorian age.


His quest was for beauty. Born as he was on 28 August 1833, just before Queen Victoria came to the throne, Burne-Jones was to witness a vast increase in Britain’s industrial growth and mechanised production. He was brought up in a Birmingham that had been recklessly expanded in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century to become one of the foremost industrial towns in the whole country and he set himself against the increasingly materialistic spirit of the age. ‘I love the immaterial,’ he used to claim, and his life was to be spent in redefining the scope of what human existence could be: a thing of sustained ecstasy and visible beauty. He was not an idle dreamer but a productive artist of enormous energy with a work ethic as pronounced as any industrial entrepreneur in his native Birmingham. As his nephew-by-marriage Stanley Baldwin pointed out, there was ‘iron and granite’ in Burne-Jones’s soul.


His lifelong hope was for a new manifestation of art, a public art that would provide the spiritual quality so blatantly missing in many contemporary lives. His concept of beauty was deceptively simple:




I have no politics, and no party, and no particular hope: only this is true, that beauty is very beautiful, and softens, and comforts, and inspires, and rouses, and lifts up, and never fails.





Burne-Jones was born into a household of desolation. His mother died on 3 September, only six days after giving birth to her first son. An older sister, Edith, had already died in infancy. Elizabeth Jones, ‘Betsy’ to her husband, had been a true daughter of Birmingham, the town whose prosperity was built upon the metalworking trades to such an extent that it was vulgarly referred to as ‘the hardware village’. Betsy’s father, Benjamin Coley, was a jeweller with a workshop in Caroline Street, at the centre of the burgeoning Jewellery Quarter, a network of little master’s houses, craft workshops and small-scale factories. The Coleys seem to have been something of a dynasty of jewellers: several other Coleys are listed in contemporary trade directories. Jewellery design was a branch of the decorative arts at which Burne-Jones himself was later to excel.


The boy’s father, Edward Richard Jones, was an outsider, brought up in London by his widowed mother. She had died by the time he met Miss Coley in Stourbridge where they both happened to be staying. There was a feeling amongst the Coleys that their daughter was marrying beneath her and certainly her fiancé carried with him an aura of nervousness and gloom, a strain of Celtic melancholy that descended to his son. The married couple settled at 11 Bennett’s Hill in Birmingham, a newly built house and showroom in what was then regarded as an ‘upstart street’ in the rapidly expanding commercial centre of the town. The house was almost certainly paid for by Benjamin Coley. Here Edward Jones established a carving, gilding and frame-making business which, almost inevitably, failed to thrive.
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Bennett’s Hill, Birmingham, Edward Burne-Jones’s birthplace.








All the same, it had apparently been a happy marriage. There is no remaining portrait but Betsy was reportedly pretty and cheerful, with (an attribute desperately needed in that household) an unusual degree of practical common sense. She recited poetry eagerly and treasured the collected works of her favourite Romantic writers, Coleridge, Byron, Keats and Walter Scott, the only books in an otherwise bookless house. For father and son her death was a disaster. Mr Jones, short and slight with a peculiarly small head, was innocent and pious. He was ‘a very poetical little fellow’, as his son later described him, ‘tender-hearted and touching, quite unfit for the world into which he was pitched’. He was now appalled at the prospect of fending for himself. Physically his behaviour to the child was alarmingly erratic. For the first few years he could not bear to take the infant in his arms. Then he did a volte-face and clung to his small son, taking him on visits to his mother’s grave on Holloway Head hill as soon as the child was old enough to walk there. She had died on a Sunday and these tearful expeditions became a Sunday ritual with the result that Burne-Jones always hated Sundays. The fierce grip of the father’s large hand on the son’s small one as they sat there at the graveside remained a painful memory in his old age.


His own guilt at his mother’s death persisted. ‘I don’t think it is ever out of my mind what hurt I did when I was born,’ he told his confidante and muse May Gaskell in the 1890s. He claimed that this had made him kind to women ever after, as a kind of recompense. But he was deceiving himself. With the women Burne-Jones loved – and there were to be many – he was gallant and protective, empathetic and cajoling, with the sweetness and charm that became a Burne-Jones trademark. But he could also be possessive and demanding, constantly in need of reassurance. The tragedy of his own upbringing had left him vulnerable. He was always apprehensive that any moment the object of his devotion would be snatched away.


As he later came to see it, the depressive tendencies to which Burne-Jones was always prone ‘began with my beginning’ and became ‘a deep sunk fountain in me’. The house on Bennett’s Hill had its showroom in the front, a room with a red carpet stacked with mirrors, picture frames and sometimes a few paintings. A separate side entrance led into much more basic quarters for the family. At the back across the yard was the workshop where his father worked long hours, often from four in the morning until midnight, returning to the house to snatch some sleep beside the child already in his little bed in the corner of the upstairs room they shared. With his remote and nervy father it was an austere childhood. Though his father worked so hard, they lived on the edge of poverty. An old friend’s first recollection of Burne-Jones was of ‘a little boy in a red frock shelling peas’.


The child’s health suffered from the instability of being handed from one incompetent nurse to another. Things only improved once a permanent nurse-housekeeper, Ann Sampson, was recruited by a friend of his dead mother’s. Miss Sampson, known as ‘Sam’, was a young working-class woman brought up in the country. She was a good-hearted girl who diagnosed with much anxiety Mr Jones’s emotional paralysis, his inability to ‘rejoice in his own son’. She was doggedly devoted but bewildered by the introspective boy she now had charge of. He retreated more and more into secrecy. By the time Burne-Jones was ten, as his widow Georgiana rather tartly observes in her Memorials of her husband, ‘the foundations had been laid of that citadel of the soul in which through life he entrenched himself’.


It was not an artistic upbringing, though Burne-Jones showed a precocious aptitude for drawing. His father’s choice of trade seems to have been almost an accident. The few paintings brought in to him for framing were conventional and uninspiring. Whilst remembering his father as a naive nature lover who would walk miles to see a cornfield, Burne-Jones recalled that ‘Art was always a great bewilderment to him, and he couldn’t have learned in a thousand years to discuss one thing about it.’ One of their Birmingham neighbours, Mr Caswell, was more artistically confident, buying old paintings at local sales and then improving them himself. His tour de force was a little Turner oil of Boulogne harbour with a calm blue sea which he turned into a storm scene, overpainting it with swirling white waves.


He saw talent in Burne-Jones, lending the child his paintbox and keeping his early drawings inscribed proudly with the name of his young protégé and the date when each ‘remarkable drawing’ was done. Mr Caswell also gave him engravings to copy. One of these copies, a group of deer done when Burne-Jones was seven, was still in existence when Georgiana Burne-Jones wrote her Memorials of her husband in 1904. He got carried away with ambitions for his protégé: ‘He used to say’, Burne-Jones remembered, ‘he was sure I should be a great historical painter … but his notion of a great historical painting was the signing of the Magna Charter or the landing of the Prince of Orange or the Queen opening her first Parliament.’ Decades later, when Mr Caswell saw Burne-Jones’s Pre-Raphaelite painting of The Merciful Knight, his early patron was appalled.


But if not exposed to art that he found of any interest, Burne-Jones as a child read voraciously. He read and he absorbed with peculiar intensity the Romantic poetry his mother had bequeathed to him as well as Aesop’s Fables and various tales of mystery and chivalry. The one that most affected him was ‘Sintram’, the story in Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué’s Seasons and the subject of Dürer’s engraving of the knight ‘riding by the rock and horribles all about him’. For the solitary child, suffering from a weak chest, too delicate to go out playing, reading was his main occupation. ‘Books, books, and always books were the gates of the new world which he was entering,’ as his wife recorded, and this love of storytelling, the suspensefulness of narrative, was to be the basis of Burne-Jones’s creativity. It’s interesting in view of their later close friendship and artistic collaboration to see how Burne-Jones’s early reading mirrored William Morris’s. The boy in Birmingham, child of the lower middle class, was brought up on the same stories as the child of the rich bourgeoisie in rural Essex. They met with this background in common, a shared inner experience of beauty and romance.


At the age of four Burne-Jones watched with great excitement the procession celebrating Queen Victoria’s coronation wend its way through a proud Birmingham, confident of its industrial prowess. He was thrilled to be allowed to wave a banner standing in front of the house at Bennett’s Hill. Only two years later, in 1839, Burne-Jones’s ineffective father was sworn in as a special constable, one of several hundred, to help quell the Chartist rioters. ‘I was born in a fiery time,’ Burne-Jones recalled. In those middle decades of the nineteenth century Birmingham was politically volatile and, for a child, a rather terrifying place. Tensions between the workers and employers and the often dire conditions of the trade had made Birmingham a centre of radical agitation.


The Birmingham Political Union had been active in the struggle for parliamentary reform that led to the Reform Act of 1832. But unsatisfied by the government’s concessions, and emboldened by success, the Political Union protests gathered strength until it appeared to the town’s establishment that Birmingham was threatened with a revolution. Many thousand radical protesters held inflammatory meetings in the Bull Ring and took to the streets, battling with the police, armed with stones and iron railings, tearing down the shutters of the local shops. The rioting and looting went on for several months through spring and summer of 1839. A contingent of London police was imported; the military was called in, with dragoons and riflemen stationed at strategic points in the centre of the town while cavalry and riflemen scoured the neighbourhood making numerous arrests.


By the end of the summer the crisis died down, leaving the whole Bull Ring area in ruins with considerable costs to be defrayed by the town. The riots, not surprisingly, gave young Burne-Jones bad nightmares. He would wake to see his father and Miss Sampson, with their ‘large anxious faces’, standing beside his bed. These night horrors and infantile imaginings would continue all through his adult life, recurring dreams of ‘dark frightening rooms and staircases and footfalls following me – and doors that are dreadful and beasts that frighten me’. His early awareness of the terrors of the town helped to form the kind of artist that Burne-Jones would become. Such violent local confrontation between the poor and prosperous, the desperate rioters and self-protective citizens of Birmingham, was the start of the radicalisation of an artist whose solemn mythic paintings say more of the condition of Victorian England than a great deal more overtly political art.


There is a pattern in Burne-Jones’s life of female rescuers, quasi-fairy figures who emerge out of the mists to offer succour to the invalid child or, later, to the delicate young man. The first of these was Amelia Choyce, a younger sister of his mother’s and the third wife of a farmer in the depths of the country at Wootton, Warwickshire. She invited him to stay. Suddenly from being the only child in a small town house he found himself in the commotion of a large extended family living on a working farm with fields all round. He made special friends with his aunt’s eldest stepdaughter Maria who was then in her mid-teens and would become the first of his long line of loving female confidantes. In his sudden mood of high-spirited release Burne-Jones, then four or five, would entertain the household with his caricature portraits. Already he was showing the sheer joy in human eccentricity that later poured out in little sketches in his letters to his friends.


Miss Sampson too arranged treats for him, taking him to Blackpool, hopeful that sea air would build his strength up. They travelled and shared lodgings in Blackpool with a Birmingham Jewish merchant’s family who lived next door on Bennett’s Hill. Burne-Jones’s earliest extant letter dated 20 June 1842 was written in Blackpool. It reads: ‘My dear Papa, I should be very happy to see you at Blackpool, if you could come. I like the town very much indeed, but I think it should not be called Blackpool as there is more white houses than red ones.’ He has illustrated the letter with outline sketches of two birds. Next day he describes a Blackpool donkey ride, which he had much enjoyed, and also in gleeful detail an attack on Miss Sampson, also on a donkey, by a little boy who fastened a string around the donkey’s leg. The donkey threw her off and ‘caused a pain in her head’. The naughty boy ran off. Burne-Jones describes the episode coolly, a little cruelly. He was wary of Miss Sampson’s potentially overwhelming fondness. He resisted her intrusiveness into his inner world. ‘What are you thinking of, Edward?’ she would ask him. He had his answer ready. It was always ‘Camels.’ Even as a child he had developed a certain ruthlessness.




*





In September 1844, when he was eleven, he started as a day boy at King Edward VI’s School in Birmingham. The school was in the central town thoroughfare of New Street, very close to his home at Bennett’s Hill. King Edward’s, the local grammar school, a charitable foundation where the pupils paid no fees, had been recently rebuilt to designs by Sir Charles Barry assisted by Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin in the grandiose Tudor Gothic style they were later to develop for the Houses of Parliament. The building reflected Birmingham’s burgeoning civic ambitions, finally realised when it achieved official status as a city in 1889. Architecture in Birmingham consciously drew on historic styles to dignify the present. Birmingham’s Town Hall, completed ten years earlier than King Edward’s School, took its inspiration from a classical Greek temple. The original design for King Edward’s had included a quasi-ecclesiastical central spire. An aura of high-mindedness and dignity was aimed for. The headmaster at the time Burne-Jones entered the school was the Revd James Prince Lee, an imposing figure remembered by a former pupil as ‘swarthy, hirsute and black of hair, lofty yet condescending, clothed in the majesty of his gown’.


This formidable classical scholar had taught at Rugby under the famous Thomas Arnold. James Prince Lee was conscious of his mission in disseminating Arnold’s ideals of virtue acquired through learning to the youth of Victorian Birmingham. Several of Burne-Jones’s contemporaries became leading figures in the Church of England. Bishops Lightfoot and Westcott were ex-pupils of King Edward’s, while E. W. Benson was destined to become Archbishop of Canterbury. Indeed a bishopric was seen by Burne-Jones’s in some ways surprisingly ambitious father as the summit of achievement for his son. In appearance Burne-Jones could well have matured into a bishop. But in personality he was too whimsical and prankish. ‘The Archbishop of Canterbury ought to go about in corduroys,’ he reflected in old age. ‘If I’d been Archbishop of Canterbury wouldn’t I have made ’em jump!’


This streak of originality and independence had begun emerging when Burne-Jones was still a schoolboy. To start with he had found the experience intimidating. In its Gothic portentousness, the exterior by Barry, elaborate interior fittings by Pugin, the building itself was physically daunting. The boys entered from New Street through the ‘solemn portal’, guarded by ‘the calm judicious porter of those days’. They gathered in a great stone undercroft, a typically Puginesque assembly of high vaulted roof, stone floor and seats and stained-glass windows with ‘Edwardus Rex Fundator’ in slanting Gothic letters. From the undercroft rose a grand theatrical stone staircase leading to the two big teaching rooms. King Edward’s revered old boy Archbishop Benson claimed that for him as a schoolboy this had been a source of inspiration heavenward.


However, the reality of day-to-day existence for pupils at King Edward’s was a great deal more mundane and, for a child of Burne-Jones’s sensitivity, alarming. Before and after school hours the surging crowds of boys erupted through the corridors. The general hubbub, fighting, shouting reached a pitch that would remind one former pupil of ‘a certain scene in Dante’s Inferno’. Even in class, order was only kept by ‘lavish use of corporal punishment’, consisting of three or four hard strokes of the cane on the palm of the hand. Bullying was rife. Burne-Jones was all too evidently bullyable. ‘I was the kind of little boy you kick if you are a bigger boy,’ he later said; ‘only once I remember a fattish boy fell when I hit him – but I think he did it out of kindness.’


One of the most persistent of Burne-Jones’s tormentors would wait for him after school and turn him upside down, trundling him home on his hands, ‘wheelbarrow fashion’. Another terrifying episode took place during school prayers when a boy who hated him surreptitiously stabbed him in the groin. He remembered the moment of feeling something warm trickling down his leg and finding it was blood. He was sick and then fainted and was taken home by one of the masters in a cab. The incident was never officially reported. Even Burne-Jones’s father was not told.


Violent fights would often break out in the streets between King Edward’s boys and town boys. The unruliness within the school was mirrored and encouraged by the wider violence of the town enlarging so rapidly beyond its natural limits. By the middle 1840s Birmingham’s population was approaching a quarter of a million. Building and sanitation were glaringly inadequate. The whole town ‘reeked with oil and smoke and sweat and drunkenness’. The pupils at the school could not avoid the often bestial scenes of prizefighting and dogfighting and cockfighting. One of Burne-Jones’s contemporaries recorded how




The country was going to hell apace … We were nearly all day boys, and we could not make short cuts to school without passing through slums of shocking squalor and misery, and often coming across incredible scenes of debauchery and brutality. I remember one Saturday night walking five miles from Birmingham into the Black Country, and in the last three miles I counted more than thirty lying dead drunk on the ground, nearly half of them women.





Even in the relatively respectable, salubrious environment of Bennett’s Hill there were lurid scenes of domestic violence. A sadistic neighbour of the Joneses regularly horsewhipped his two sons with great ferocity. Burne-Jones never forgot the awful sound of it, ‘the crack of the whip and the howl of the boy’. The boys would then be bundled out into the streets to wander in the night. One of them died of his abusive treatment, the other attempted to take poison. Yet the father was a well-regarded citizen.


But Burne-Jones as a boy was surprisingly resilient. He gradually developed strong and special defences. He was unusually intelligent. Originally he had entered King Edward’s as a pupil in the English School, the commercial department recently established as part of the rebuilding and expansion of the school with the aim of providing a more practical form of education for Birmingham boys who would go into local trade or manufacturing. One might see this as precursor of the later discredited twentieth-century secondary modern stream. Most of these boys would leave school at sixteen. However, after four years in the English School, when he was fifteen, Burne-Jones was transferred to the Classical School where the education had the traditional Greek and Latin basis deemed suitable for gentlemen and essential for boys going on to university. The school insisted that all boys should have a sponsor and Burne-Jones was formally transferred to the Classical School on the recommendation of John Aston, a Birmingham button manufacturer, perhaps a friend or a connection of his jeweller relatives the Coleys.


He did well in the classics department, taking general prizes for Greek and Latin, history and religion and regularly winning special prizes for drawing and for maths. One day he arrived home with a whole armful of prizes, wrapped them in the doormat and fainted flat on top of them. This was a highly strung and unpredictable young man. By autumn 1851 he had been promoted to the top class of the school. The love of classical mythology – the intense mysterious narratives of Cupid and Psyche, Venus and Aeneas, Perseus and the Graiae, the luring of the sirens (Burne-Jones was especially susceptible to sirens) – remained with him all his life and permeated his whole view of things. For Victorian male connoisseurs of art, with their own shared education in the classics, this reworking and reimagining of the myths of men and gods familiar since schooldays was part of his appeal.


He began to acquire his legendary breadth of knowledge. Burne-Jones haunted the school library. Amongst books he devoured were Layard’s on Nineveh, Catlin’s on the American Indians, Curzon’s Monasteries of the Levant. No subject was too remote or too arcane. At fifteen he had embarked on writing his own history of the ancient world; later he would also start on ‘An Epitome of Ancient Chronology, from the creation of the world to the birth of our Lord’, an enterprise which, like Mr Casaubon’s great oeuvre in George Eliot’s novel Middlemarch, was evidently too ambitious ever to be finished. With a friend from King Edward’s, Cormell Price, Burne-Jones established a museum of relics, curiosities, fossils, coins and minerals on the top floor of his father’s house. Even more than Greece and Rome, Burne-Jones’s interests were tending towards the far-flung and exotic, the civilisations of Babylon and Nineveh, Persia and Egypt. Building on this intellectual grasp and sense of widespread wonder, his art became a thing of endless possibilities. He promised to May Gaskell later, in the 1890s:




I’ll open a little magic window – and you shall choose what land you will see, and what time in the world – you shall see Babylon being built if you like, or the Greeks coming into Greece, or the north Sea tossing and full of ships – or the piety of ancient France – plaintive notes of ancient Ireland, Kings of Samarcard – Nibelungen terrors – ah! I have raked with greedy hands into my treasure house since I was a mean wretched looking little object of ten till now.





It was this mastery of magic, this exotic range of reference, that gave him such a hold on the Victorian imagination.


Already at King Edward’s he was drawing with the greatest of enjoyment and proficiency. ‘Figure after figure, group after group would cover a sheet of foolscap almost as quickly as one could have written,’ a school friend recollected, ‘always without faltering or pausing, and with a look as if he saw them before him.’ As he drew he went on talking. He drew and coloured maps showing roads and towns and sea monsters and ships, conjuring up extraordinary journeys. Drawing seemed to come to him absolutely naturally, then and later, absorbed into his daily existence. His drawings, said his wife, ‘filled up moments of waiting, moments of silence, or uncomfortable moments, bringing everyone together again in wonder at the swiftness of their creation, and laughter at their endless fun’. They were Burne-Jones’s means of negotiating his way into society. At King Edward’s the shy and awkward son of the frame maker on Bennett’s Hill made himself a centre of attention with his fantastical drawings of legions of small devils and caricatures of the masters most disliked.


Burne-Jones’s caricatures led on to more ambitious subjects, ranging from dramatic warlike scenes from Roman history to treatments of such lurid contemporary subjects as the 1842 massacre in the Khyber Pass, missiles raining down on soldiers helplessly imprisoned by the vertical rocks, and Lady Sale’s heroic intervention in the First Afghan War. Here is another parallel with William Morris, who made himself popular at boarding school at Marlborough by telling spellbinding stories to other boys. Burne-Jones had obvious natural ability but it appears that the level of the teaching he received both at King Edward’s School and in the evening classes he attended at the Birmingham School of Design, one of a network of provincial art schools founded on the initiative of Sir Henry Cole, was only moderate. It was unfortunate that the drawing master at King Edward’s and the director of the School of Design were one and the same Thomas Clark, a conventional landscape artist whose values did not interest a pupil already absorbed in the narrative possibilities of drawing. He was also, according to Burne-Jones, lazy and self-absorbed. In fact so ineffective did Clark prove as a teacher he was forced to resign from the School of Design in 1851.


When Burne-Jones later claimed ‘if there had been one cast from ancient Greek Sculpture or one faithful copy of a great Italian picture to be seen in Birmingham I should have begun to paint ten years before I did’, it is possible to argue that the boy could have searched further for artistic reference points. For example, the Society of Artists in Temple Row in Birmingham held annual exhibitions showing work by almost all the leading contemporary artists. Visits to Charles Spozzi and his wife, good friends of Burne-Jones’s early patron Mr Caswell, in their house in Hereford would have exposed him to their considerable collection of paintings by Birmingham’s best-known living painter, David Cox. But he was apparently immune to such potential influence, strangely self-contained with a glimmering awareness of his own ability and of the potential social power of art.


Once he had entered the Classical department at King Edward’s Burne-Jones began to make important friendships, some of which lasted all his life. His close circle in Birmingham included Richard Watson Dixon who became a Pre-Raphaelite poet and a clergyman, correspondent with and mentor of Gerard Manley Hopkins. Dixon’s weird poem ‘The Wizard’s Funeral’ appears in the anthologies of Victorian verse. Another friend, William Fulford, also became a poet, although of less distinction. Wilfred Heeley, a Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge, had a promising career in the Indian Civil Service before dying young. Edwin Hatch became a classics professor and vice-principal of St Mary Hall at Oxford. Cormell (‘Crom’) Price, who had helped Burne-Jones with his museum, was the first headmaster of United Services College at Westward Ho, model for headmaster Bates in Kipling’s Stalky & Co. Burne-Jones’s nephew-by-marriage Rudyard Kipling was to be the most famous of pupils at Crom’s school.


Of this close-knit group of friends, Henry (‘Harry’) Macdonald was in terms of his career the least significant. He failed his exams at Oxford and then failed in business in the States. But from the point of view of Burne-Jones’s personal history Harry was of the utmost importance in that his sister Georgiana was eventually to become Burne-Jones’s wife. All in all, it was a remarkable group to emerge at one time from a provincial grammar school. These were idealistic and earnest young men affected for life by their upbringing in Birmingham at such a period of social flux. Looking back on those early days of friendship, a contemporary wrote:




the vision of high-souled ardent youth is indeed a radiant one. It was a time of quick springing life and abundant blossoming of great admirations, of devotion to high ideals, and boundless enjoyment of poetry and art.





The language is that of the chivalric novels of Charlotte M. Yonge. Much of Burne-Jones’s life would be a history of brotherhoods: brotherhoods attempted, male friendships and groupings sometimes painfully dissolved. Here in Birmingham he found himself drawn into the first of these brotherhoods of valiant young men against the evils of the world.


It is at this point that we have the first description of Burne-Jones as seen by his future wife Georgiana Macdonald in 1852 when he visited the family home in Handsworth. The Macdonalds’ father, the Revd George Browne Macdonald, was a Methodist minister recently transferred on the Methodist circuit from Huddersfield to Birmingham. Georgiana at the time was a child of twelve or so; Burne-Jones himself was in his nineteenth year. The girl was aware of ‘an early maturity’ about him, a sense of something in reserve. She describes him as:




Rather tall and very thin, though not especially slender, straightly built and with wide shoulders. Extremely pale he was, with the paleness that belongs to fair-haired people, and looked delicate, but not ill. His hair was perfectly straight, and of a colourless kind. His eyes were light grey (if their colour could be defined in words), and the space that their setting took up under his brow was extraordinary: the nose quite right in proportion, but very individual in outline, and a mouth large and well moulded, the lips meeting with absolute sweetness and repose. The shape of his head was domed, and noticeable for its even balance; his forehead, wide and rather high, was smooth and calm, and the line of the brow over the eyes was a fine one. From the eyes themselves power simply radiated, and as he talked and listened, if anything moved him, not only his eyes but his whole face seemed lit up from within.





The young Burne-Jones was rather handsome, intense and almost medieval in appearance like one of his own knights in a San Grail tapestry. Yet he remained fixed in the belief that he was hopelessly plain. He depicts himself ruthlessly as a figure of pathos, ramshackle and hideous, in hundreds of his wonderful self-caricatures.


To his future wife, the young girl in the pinafore who opened the door to him on his Handsworth visits, her older brother’s school friend seemed attractive but erratic. He would always love small children, especially female ones, and on his first visit he astonished Georgiana by seizing her youngest sister Edith, a child of about three, trapping her between his knees and pulling grotesque faces to amuse her. He was unused to children and surprised that Edith was alarmed. When roused by a subject his vehemence was startling. On the last of his visits to Handsworth, his farewell to the Macdonalds, who were moving on to London, someone mentioned a certain girl and said she was a flirt. Edward’s face lit up with interest and a flood of words rushed out: ‘A flirt’s a beast, a bad beast, a vile beast, a wicked beast, a repulsive beast, an owl, a ghoul, a bat, a vampire.’ Flirty women, like small girls, would be important in his life.


In those last years at King Edward’s his horizons opened out. His regular visits to the art-loving Spozzis in Hereford on the edge of Wales, so close to the country of the melancholy Joneses, returned him to a sense of his Celtic roots. He gave his address on a letter to a school friend as ‘Land of Caradoc, Bank of the Wye’. As a boy he had already been entranced by reading Macpherson’s edition of the Celtic tales of Ossian. He and Crom Price used to read the book aloud to one another, pacing about in the old Birmingham cemetery. Even though he was later to be told Macpherson was a forgery, ‘it couldn’t be quite choked out of me and there was a forlorn note in it that gently broke my heart, like the blessed word “Mesopotamia”’. Now as he explored the romantic hilly countryside round Hereford and made little expeditions to the coast of Wales, impressed by the beauty of the ships and sea, absorbing the seafaring legends of the Norsemen, Burne-Jones laid the foundations of his working life. He was to be both creating and responding to Victorian sensibilities in the general fascination with Celtic art and legend. The belief in his own Celtishness was ever present. He was later to acknowledge ‘whatever I do in art, even if I deal with Greek or Norse legends, I want it in the spirit of a Celt’.


A lifelong enthusiasm for music began on his visits to Hereford. His hosts, the Spozzis, were intensely musical themselves, he singing and she playing the cello. As well as holding musical evenings at home, which Burne-Jones attended, they were much involved in the wider musical life of the cathedral. One of their friends was the dynamic Townsend Smith, cathedral organist and conductor of the already famous ‘Three Choirs’ whose Triennial Festivals he inaugurated.


At this period Burne-Jones also discovered London. Every summer from 1848 he visited his aunt Keturah, always to be referred to by his wife as ‘the little aunt at Camberwell’. The exotically named Keturah, with her ever youthful optimism and her dark glancing eyes, was Edward Richard Jones’s only sister. Once their father, Edward Biven Jones, had died young Keturah was adopted by her elderly great-uncle Edward Biven. There was little direct contact between the families. A question of snobbery? According to Georgiana, ‘the carver-and-gilder’s shop had always a little troubled her’. However, Keturah and her husband Thomas Burne had been godparents by proxy to Edward at his baptism in 1834 in St Philip’s Church in Birmingham when the names given to the child were Edward Coley Burne. So Thomas, his uncle by marriage, was responsible for the Burne in Burne-Jones.


By the time her unknown godson came to visit her in Camberwell, Aunt Keturah was already on her third successful marriage. Mr Burne had been forty years older than Keturah, a friend and contemporary of her great-uncle. When he proposed to her he was in fact the guardian of his nineteen-year-old intended bride, who accepted the situation with composure, still calling her new husband Thomas Burne ‘papa’ and perching beside him on a footstool. When two younger friends of her husband’s – Robert Young and James Catherwood – both fell in love with her she kept both of them dangling until Thomas Burne was dead, leaving a substantial inheritance. Keturah was free to choose. First she married Robert Young, and when he himself died after eleven happy years, she married the still devoted James Catherwood. The Dickensian complexity of Keturah’s story was a source of delight to Burne-Jones, a Dickens fan ever since he was a young man when he had once seen ‘the immortal-eyed and ever glorious Dickens’ acting in a play for charity in Birmingham Town Hall.


The letters he wrote home from his London visits to the Catherwoods exude the excitement of his new experiences. His uncle James took him on guided tours of the city: to St Paul’s Cathedral; to the Bank of England where to the boy’s amazement banknotes to the value of a million pounds were pressed into his hands; to Whitehall to see the place where Charles I was beheaded. He went on his first fascinated visits to the Zoo in Regent’s Park, reporting to his father, ‘Oh! I’ve been to the Regent’s Zoological Society and seen the Hipp-hip-hip-(hurrah) opotamus, – a great, fat, huge, unwieldy, ugly, grovelling pig, with eyes duller than lead, a huge mouth, enormous jaws, monstrous head, puny legs, preposterous proportions.’ The Zoo or ‘Beast Garden’ as he called it would remain one of his favourite places for an outing right into old age. His acute visual awareness of the oddities of animals, not just the hippopotami but elephants and tortoises, lions, bears and cobras, worked into his imagination, emerging in his animal cartoons and the fantastical beasts in many of his paintings. This mixture of humour and wonder in his attitude to animals was an essentially Victorian thing, just as evident in Lewis Carroll’s stories and verses and William De Morgan’s pottery.


It was also around 1850 that he paid the first of many visits to the British Museum. The museum became a prime source of inspiration at a time when he responded more easily to objects than to paintings. One of his letters describes how he had spent ‘a considerable time’ in the Nimroud or Assyrian room. ‘I was quite surprised’, he writes, ‘at the clearness and beauty of the Sculpture. The bas-reliefs seem to be as perfect as when they emerged from the workmen’s shop, tho’ not quite so clean.’ He loved the closely written inscriptions and the scenes of violent action on the bas-reliefs: scenes of hunting, scenes of battle, tremendous sieges vividly described in the build-up of their detail:




A large battering-ram holding two warriors, one of which is discharging arrows and another shielding both, is the most prominent object. Several persons are swimming upon inflated skins. The besieged are hurling down large stones. The women are tearing their hair, a priest on the walls is offering incense.





Already he is strikingly aware of dramatic narrative and content. As he describes roaming through the Ethnographical rooms, the Zoological gallery, the Mammalia saloon you can sense how deeply these antiquities were moving him: ‘the Lycian, Nimroud, Phigalian, Elgin, Egyptian, Etruscan, and above all the Fossil rooms put me into ecstasies’. It was not simply a matter of their age or of their size, though he shows a still schoolboyish excitement at the ‘colossal-enormous’ Egyptian figures in which a fist alone could be nearly four feet high. What is so revealing in these early letters is Burne-Jones’s already sophisticated sense of the vast reserves of knowledge and beauty that awaited him to draw on from these fascinating artefacts of the ancient world.


In the Catherwood household he found a bonus uncle in the form of James Catherwood’s brother Frederick, antiquary and explorer who had happened to touch down in Camberwell while Burne-Jones was there. Frederick was himself a meticulous architectural and antiquarian draughtsman who had worked with Sir John Soane. As a young man he had been an intrepid traveller, visiting Karnak and Baalbec and disguising himself in order to get into the Mosque of Omar in Jerusalem. He was the only one of Burne-Jones’s relations to have any real influence on his artistic development. The drawings of remnants of long-dead civilisations made as Catherwood travelled through Central America made a great impression on the boy already entranced with cartography and ancient monuments, and the explorer-uncle was well aware of Burne-Jones’s latent talent. But Catherwood was drowned when the American steamship Arctic went down off Newfoundland in 1854.
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Sidon under siege by Assarhaddon. Sketch made at the British Museum in 1850 when Burne-Jones was a schoolboy.








In later life Burne-Jones would become a regular though discriminating theatregoer with several actresses amongst his closest friends. It was while staying with the Catherwoods that he had his earliest experience of the London stage. He was taken by his Uncle James to the Lyceum, which was then under the management of Charles Mathews. He stood in the pit and watched a performance of the magical adventure play The Golden Branch. The memory remained with him right into old age:




there was a beautiful fairy came down the golden branch and held out something, and I thought it was too beautiful ever to be, and I wondered, if I waited till I was grown up, whether she would be too old for me to marry her, which I should think would be more than probable, as she was very likely over forty and I wasn’t above fourteen. 





His first intimation of an alluring female, of which there would be many, and of love’s all too frequent impossibility?




*





His ‘peculiar catch of a laugh’ was what the other boys remembered. In those final years at school Burne-Jones had established himself as a great joker, at the centre of his circle. He could make others laugh and would often double up with laughter himself, sometimes getting so excited he would slide down from his chair and roll around in contortions on the floor. But in spite of these outbursts of hysterical humour he was an essentially solemn young man, deeply religious as many of his friends were, considering the Church as ‘his natural destination’. At this stage he had no concept of a career in art. Many of his high-speed sketches took the form of a young priest standing robed before an altar. He showed one of these to his friend Dixon with the comment ‘That is what I hope to be one day.’ To Frederick Catherwood’s daughter Annie he went further, signing a letter ‘Edouard Cardinal de Byrmynhame’.


His religion took a highly emotional form as he left the Evangelical Church party of his upbringing, the mainstream Church of England favoured by his father, and aligned himself with the then still controversial High Church movement known as the Tractarian or Oxford Movement. The Movement had been initiated in Oxford by three leading churchmen and university fellows, John Henry Newman, John Keble and Edward Bouverie Pusey, in 1833. It demanded a new interpretation of the Thirty-Nine Articles, a restoration of the ritual and ceremony of the ancient Church with a renewed emphasis on the central sacramental mysteries of the holy mass. Here was a new religion for disaffected youth, ready made for the ‘abundantly susceptible and responsive’ group of friends at King Edward’s, Birmingham in the late 1840s who saw in this revived spirituality the means of combating the poverty and squalor they were conscious of around them. As described by Burne-Jones’s future brother-in-law Frederic Macdonald:




The afterglow of the Oxford Movement was still in the sky, and it was not in the sphere of religion above that it made itself felt. It had rediscovered the Middle Ages; it had banished for a while the eighteenth century and all its works – to come back again by and by with new meaning; it had given fresh stimulus to Art, and had reinforced the romantic and emotional elements of literature. So far as the theological side of the Movement was concerned, I think I am right in saying that every member of the group was influenced by it for a while.





Burne-Jones was later to suggest that his espousal of the Oxford Movement was an example of his automatic support for the minority cause. But for him more than for his King Edward’s contemporaries there was a strong aesthetic dimension. Ceremonial entranced him. He remembered being taken as a child to a Catholic chapel where he watched the unfamiliar ritual of the service, snuffing up the odour of the incense: ‘I used to think what a pity it was all wicked.’ He was naturally drawn towards the beauty of the ancient Church, its buildings and its services. During his stay with the Spozzis in Hereford, the architecture of the medieval cathedral, then still unrestored, had made a great impression. The susceptible young man became a protégé of the recently ordained Reverend John Goss, a popular and personable young cathedral clergyman with a fine tenor voice.


Unusually in that cathedral environment, Goss was a High Churchman. He had been at Oxford during the intense and excitable time in the middle 1840s in which Newman seceded from the Anglican Church and became a Roman Catholic. Under Goss’s influence the young Burne-Jones became an ardent Newmanite. Coincidentally, once he had been ordained as a priest of the Roman Catholic Church, Newman was appointed Superior of the new Birmingham Oratory at Maryvale, and Burne-Jones later described how when he was a schoolboy he trudged many miles on Sunday evenings to hear Newman preaching. ‘Wherever he had told me to go then I would have gone. Lord! What a wheyfaced maniac I was.’


One obvious thing he responded to in Newman was his doctrine of austerity, his spiritual challenge to the wastefulness and self-indulgence of the Victorian bourgeoisie. ‘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.’ Burne-Jones was later to attribute to Newman’s charismatic personality his own built-in indifference to money or luxury or honours or any of the other temptations in the ‘world’s trumpery treasure house’. Even more important to him was Newman’s concept of the potential for integrity within one single human life: ‘he stands to me’, Burne-Jones wrote later, ‘as a great image and symbol of a man who never stooped, and who put all this world’s life in one splendid venture, that he knew, as well as you or I, might fail, but with a glorious scorn of everything that was not his dream’.


At the age of eighteen he made an unforgettable visit to Mount St Bernard Abbey, a Cistercian monastery in Charnwood Forest. Burne-Jones was staying nearby with his hospitable relations the Choyces who had now moved from Warwickshire to a cheese farm in Leicestershire not far off. Mount St Bernard had been commissioned in the little wave of Roman Catholic revivalism sweeping through Britain in the 1840s by Ambrose Phillips, a young Catholic convert from a Whig family of Leicestershire landowners. The architect for this, the first new monastery to be built in England since the Reformation, was another young Catholic convert, A. W. N. Pugin, whose uplifting religious-medieval style was already familiar to Burne-Jones from Pugin’s design work at King Edward’s School.


The monastery deep in the forest land at Charnwood was conceived as the centre of a self-contained religious community and school, an ambitious expression of the Romantic Catholicism of the mid-nineteenth century. Even as a boy Burne-Jones had a highly developed sense of the chivalric combined with the yearning for a brotherhood. He was already, in spirit, on the fringes of this movement. His visit to Charnwood, where he met a friendly and persuasive monk, influenced him seriously towards monasticism. Though so far as we know he only went there once, Burne-Jones kept Charnwood in his inner mind as an ideal of constructive religious life in the rural English heartland. ‘More and more my heart is pining for that monastery in Charnwood Forest,’ he wrote in the midst of the London social whirl of 1896.




*





Burne-Jones was still strongly under Newman’s influence when he went to Oxford in January 1853. This was to be his first step towards ordination. From now on, although he still returned on visits, he unlatched himself from Birmingham with the decisiveness and touch of ruthlessness that was part of his driven personality. He removed himself from the small house in the Birmingham suburbs, no. 1 Poplar Place, Bristol Road, to which the family had moved from Bennett’s Hill in 1851. This was the house Burne-Jones’s wife remembered as ‘destitute of any visible thing that could appeal to the imagination; chairs, carpets, tables and table furniture each duller and more commonplace than the other’. To make ends meet, part of the house had been occupied by lodgers and Burne-Jones had still shared a small bedroom with his father. Over the next few years he would gradually detach himself not just from Poplar Place, but from the ‘little father’ too, and from the well-meaning but increasingly possessive Miss Sampson who had become neurotically jealous of his outside activities and his King Edward’s friends.


He set himself against the whole environment of Birmingham, the ramshackle slums, the badly nourished inhabitants, the crude and ugly townscape caused by too rapid industrial development: ‘blackguard, button-making, blundering, beastly, brutal, bellowing, blustering, bearish, boiler-bursting, beggarly, black Birmm’. Its brashness could drive him to despair. He claimed he didn’t know he had a soul till he left Birmingham. ‘I can’t think it matters at all how I paint or what I am if I ever had the baseness to be born in such a hole,’ he cried out to George Howard in the 1860s after a two-day visit to his native town. His friend Howard was in line to succeed to the earldom of Carlisle. He was later to tell the art writer Julia Cartwright, ‘Birmingham is my city according to the facts, which I always rebel against as far as possible, but in reality Assisi is my birthplace.’ He liked to claim St Francis as his patron saint.


But Burne-Jones’s attempts to disown Birmingham were fantasies. It was obvious to him, as it would be to those who understood his work, that his upbringing in Birmingham affected him profoundly. The visionary quality implicit in his art, with its emphasis on myth and legend, its obsessive search for beauty and romance, provides both a negation of and challenge to the mid-nineteenth-century urban environment in which he had grown up. ‘When I work hard and paint visions and dreams and symbols for the understanding of the people I shall hold my head up better.’ This was a thoroughly Birmingham ambition. With its pent-up energy and its ideals of betterment, Burne-Jones’s native town gave him his sense of purpose and extraordinary staying power. Birmingham made him the artist that he was. 



















TWO


Oxford 1853–5





Burne-Jones’s first sight of Oxford came in early June 1852 when he arrived uneasily at Exeter College to sit his matriculation papers. His impecunious father had relied upon him winning an exhibition to study at Oxford. But when a rival pupil at King Edward’s won the exhibition Mr Jones was still determined to send his son to university at his own expense. Although to start with Burne-Jones had no connections with Oxford, over the years the city grew on him, affected him through various vicissitudes and phases, became such a place of intimate experience he came to refer to it as ‘my own country’. Both intellectually and aesthetically, Oxford played a crucial role in his development.


The city Burne-Jones arrived in was the greatest contrast to his childhood Birmingham of endless wet Saturdays and sprawling suburbs, the huddle of small factories and little master’s metalworking shops. The railway had only recently reached Oxford and the medieval city was still more or less intact. As travellers reached Oxford they would see the towers of the colleges and churches rising from the meadows and orchards encircling the city. Burne-Jones’s first sight of the city was the same as that of Jude in Thomas Hardy’s novel Jude the Obscure.


Architecturally Oxford was all of a piece: a grey stone city varied with an occasional yellow ochre wash on the pebble-dash houses in the poorer streets. There were still many old houses decorated externally with wood carving and stone carving. The Victorian Gothic suburbs and the Cowley workers’ houses had not yet arrived. It was a city of containment and consistency, completely dominated by the university. ‘Oxford is a glorious place; god like! At night I have walked around the colleges under the full moon, and thought it would be heaven to live and die there.’ So Burne-Jones wrote home to his father in a rush of early enthusiasm.


This still largely fifteenth-century Oxford encouraged the dream life that one finds in Burne-Jones’s paintings. It was his place of early visions of the romantic, wistful, highly coloured medieval world. There is a sense of almost crazy ecstasy in the report sent to his father of a wintry visit to the Godstow Abbey ruins, the fragmentary remains of a Benedictine nunnery near Oxford where the legendary Fair Rosamond was believed to have been buried. This was one of many Burne-Jones pilgrimages to the site:




The day has gone down magnificently; all by the river’s side I came back in a delirium of joy, the land was so enchanted with bright colours, blue and purple in the sky, shot over with a dust of golden shower, and in the water, a mirror’d counterpart, ruffled by a light west wind – and in my mind pictures of the old days, the abbey, and long processions of the faithful, banners of the cross, copes and crosiers, gay knights and ladies by the river bank, hawking parties and all the pageantry of the golden age – it made me feel so wild and mad I had to throw stones into the water to break the dream.





Such visions stayed in his mind, most directly evident in the watercolour Fair Rosamond painted by Burne-Jones around 1863, but still to be seen in his much later illustrations and tapestries. Intensely remembered imagery of Oxford, its townscape and its countryside, its winding streets and stone-roofed houses, waterways and bridges became part of his intimate topography.


The scale of the place suited him, the quietness and sweetness of its atmosphere, the quirkiness of character allowable, indeed encouraged, in an Oxford where donnish idiosyncrasies became a way of life. Burne-Jones, the caricaturist, adored oddities. He liked the scope for fantasy in the city that was also Lewis Carroll’s Oxford. The creator of Alice in Wonderland, under his real name Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, had entered Christ Church the year before Burne-Jones first arrived at Exeter. Burne-Jones later described the charm of Oxford’s eccentric isolation: ‘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’.


Later in Burne-Jones’s life Oxford became his place of solace and reinvigoration. He would retreat there for a day or two in times of emotional crisis, or when he had reached stagnation in his work, and wander round the favourite landmarks of his youth. Besides the always overwhelming beauty of the city he was strengthened by reminders all around him of Oxford’s intellectual raison d’être, the assumption so built-in it remained more or less unspoken that the things of the mind mattered. Of all Victorian painters Burne-Jones was to become the most supremely intellectual.


Not everyone responded to the intellectuality of Burne-Jones’s work, the range of scholarly reference, the literary bias. Henry James for example imagined critics saying that Burne-Jones’s work was ‘not painting, and has nothing to do with painting. It is literature, erudition … a reminiscence of Oxford, a luxury of culture.’ James, although a friend of Burne-Jones, reluctantly admitted such a view though brutal was largely accurate: ‘Oxford occupies a very large place in Mr. Burne-Jones’s painting.’ The feeling that Burne-Jones is intellectually demanding to the point of obscurity has dogged his reputation. But it is precisely this rich vein of allusiveness some people most admire.




*





Before he even got to Oxford Burne-Jones had succumbed to one of the nervous collapses that troubled him all his life. Through his teens he had always been delicate and easily tired after even slight exertion. But this was the most acute illness yet, lasting several weeks. He recovered enough to take up his place at Oxford in the middle of January 1853.


It was a disappointing start. Though several friends and contemporaries from King Edward’s – including William Fulford and Richard Watson Dixon – were also now at Oxford they formed their own nucleus in Pembroke College, which had traditional connections with the school. Burne-Jones found himself isolated at Exeter, the college recommended to him by his Tractarian mentor in Hereford, the handsome and persuasive Reverend John Goss. Exeter turned out to be a bad choice: ‘It was clear we had lighted on a distasteful land,’ Burne-Jones reported sadly. Of his fellow undergraduates at Exeter roughly half were ‘reading men’, narrowly focused on their studies of the classics or scholastic theology, while the rest of the college consisted of the rowdies, brash young men who rowed and hunted, ate and drank intrepidly and shocked the prim, unworldly Burne-Jones with their uncouth manners and their boasting about sex. It seems that Exeter was top of the league table for recklessness and loutishness: ‘this College is now the Brasenose of old times, very fast indeed’. The situation was made worse by overcrowding. Burne-Jones’s entry had already been deferred by a term because there was no space for him, and when he finally arrived there was a box-and-cox arrangement whereby freshmen were billeted in lodgings in the town during the day, returning to college at night to sleep in the temporarily vacant sitting room of older undergraduates’ sets of rooms. For the nervy young man his early weeks at Exeter were an agony.


Burne-Jones came to Oxford fervently Tractarian, high-minded and pedantic. In his own description he was ‘omniscient in all questions of ecclesiastical rights, state encroachments, church architecture and priestly vestments’. He expected to find Oxford just as Newman had left it, ‘like a room’ (as his wife so tenderly expressed it) ‘from which someone he loved had just gone out, and where at every turn he would find traces of his friend’. He was bitterly disappointed to discover that the spirit of Newman, the reason why he had come to Oxford in the first place, was no longer the dominant influence it had been. The Oxford Movement, which had reached its climax around 1840, had lost its impetus once Newman had seceded to Rome. By 1853 the whole atmosphere had changed. He found no religious fieriness, only apathy and languor. Of the 40 per cent or so of Oxford undergraduates being prepared to enter the Church, as Burne-Jones himself was, he respected very few of them. He later made the comment that ‘the sort of material that was being made into parsons’ in the Oxford of the time would have prompted anybody sane to lose all faith in clergy. A profound disillusionment was setting in.


But he made one lasting friend. ‘There, shoulder to shoulder, stood his life’s companion’, as Georgiana Burne-Jones was to put it, sentimentally but truly. Burne-Jones’s close friendship and his long collaboration, a creative partnership of more than forty years, with the designer and poet William Morris has become almost a legend. Morris & Burne-Jones: their two names have become so inseparably linked, like the names of great Victorian department stores – Marshall & Snelgrove, Debenham & Freebody – that the circumstances of their original coming together are obscured. It appears that Burne-Jones had first spotted William Morris back in 1852 in the Exeter examination hall when they were both sitting their matriculation papers. Burne-Jones had registered the rather odd appearance of the young man sitting next to him, with his impatient manner and the out-of-control hair that inspired the nickname ‘Topsy’ Burne-Jones later gave him. He noticed that his neighbour handed in a Horace paper early, scrawling ‘William Morris’ on the folded script. But they made no contact until both arrived at Exeter a few months later as undergraduates.


Their friendship, then immediate, is in a way surprising. Burne-Jones and William Morris came from very different milieus, Burne-Jones from the provincial urban lower middle classes, Morris from a rich capitalist southern counties family. His father was a successful bill-broker in the city; the family fortunes derived from copper mines in Devon. When Burne-Jones, naively unaware of William Morris’s social status, arrived on a visit to the lavish Morris family mansion, Water House in a then rural Walthamstow, he was anxiously amazed. Where Burne-Jones had his free place at King Edward’s School in Birmingham Morris was sent, expensively, to Marlborough to be equipped as a Victorian gentleman. Even physically they made a total contrast. As a couple they would later prove a gift to the cartoonists, Burne-Jones so tall, thin and gangling, Morris a great deal shorter, increasingly thick-set, abrupt and jerky in his movements. Walking around Oxford in the purple trousers that for a time they both affected, they made a curious pair.


But the things that differentiated Burne-Jones and William Morris were a great deal less important than the shared preoccupations at the basis of their friendship. By October 1853, when both at last moved into rooms in college, they were already inextricably linked. Both, when they arrived at Oxford, were religiously committed. William Morris like Burne-Jones intended to become a clergyman and he too toyed with notions of going over to Rome. They both had a long history of reading the same books. They were steeped in, for example, Kenelm Digby’s spiritual manual Mores Catholici, a book so sacred to them both that each had been nervous about mentioning the subject. Burne-Jones still kept Mores Catholici beside his bed in his old age, dipping into it during wakeful nights and early mornings. It remained a kind of safeguard, a reminder of his youth.


They discovered their shared background in Romanticism. William Morris was the precocious child who had read all Scott’s Waverley novels by the time he was seven and who used to ride his pony in the little suit of armour his indulgent parents bought him, like a miniature knight from Ivanhoe. Both were already Tennysonians, familiar with Alfred Tennyson’s popular poetic landscapes of reverie and magic and the Arthurian legends that Burne-Jones and William Morris would revert to and reanimate in their own works. Tennyson’s ‘Morte d’Arthur’, the start of his elaborate Arthurian cycle Idylls of the King, had been published in 1842. One of Burne-Jones’s earliest memories of Oxford was of Morris reading Tennyson’s ‘The Lady of Shalott’ in his odd half-chanting voice, with great stress put on the rhymes. Morris hated to be read to. Burne-Jones did the listening.


Morris, then the more sophisticated in his outlook, introduced Burne-Jones at Oxford to things beyond the Romantic Christianity and love of literature they already shared. When Burne-Jones said ‘Morris’s friendship began everything for me; everything that I afterwards cared for’, what exactly did he mean? What I think he was implying was that Morris opened out a new world of possibilities that were not simply literary and learned but visual and practical. The boy from Birmingham who had been so recently the schoolboy, ‘stuffed to the finger-nails with newest knowledge, inclined to High Churchism with a marvellous respect for the powers that be, whether in church or state, a strong Tory, and with a political creed consummating in Charles the First’, gradually became aware of whole new realms of interest beyond those of conventional scholarship. He was already a formidable intellect, a skilled disputer and a star performer in the fashionable intellectual pastime of logical positivist debate. But with Morris’s exuberant, enthusiastic guidance Burne-Jones was introduced to art, craft, architecture and the life of the imagination.


Morris was certainly familiar with John Ruskin’s writings on art and architecture before he got to Oxford and it is likely that Burne-Jones, while still in Birmingham, had discovered Ruskin too. In 1853, when volumes two and three of Ruskin’s The Stones of Venice were first published, they both of them devoured it. Burne-Jones wrote of his second volume, the ‘Sea Stories’, ‘His style is more wonderful than ever; the most persuasive oratory we ever read … There never was such mind and soul so fused by language yet.’ For him Ruskin’s diction had the brilliancy of Shakespeare’s ‘had he written in prose’.


Morris and Burne-Jones’s friendship was an intellectual partnership but it was also based on the outdoors, on their intimate excursions together by the river and into the countryside. They took to long afternoon ramblings around Oxford studying the buildings, down the lanes and through the quads, examining in detail the cloisters and the bell towers, the libraries, the entrance gates, the college halls, the city’s whole profusion of architectural history. A special haunt was the thirteenth-century Merton College chapel, which had been recently restored by the Victorian Gothic architect William Butterfield and where they were driven wild with admiration for the startlingly fresh colours of J. Hungerford Pollen’s painted timber roof. They explored the city seriously and excitedly, conscious of Ruskin’s views on the ideal integrity of medieval craftsmanship, his concept of the social and moral worth of architecture. Morris and Burne-Jones perambulating Oxford took a close-up view of Ruskin and saw how radically he affected their own lives.


William Morris’s store of information was unusual in so young a man. Burne-Jones eagerly described him to Crom Price, his friend in Birmingham, as ‘one of the cleverest fellows I know, and to me far more congenial in all his thoughts and likings than anyone it has been my good fortune to meet with’. It was Morris’s ‘taste and criticism in art and aesthetics generally’ that most impressed him, and Morris was casually generous in sharing his specialist knowledge. His speed of observation was extraordinary: he would seem to half-look at a thing and turn away, but the memory of it would stay with him for life. Together at Oxford they started to build up the great shared storehouse of experience and knowledge they would draw on in their work over the coming decades. They pored over the medieval manuscripts on public display at the Bodleian Library, Morris sharing his enthusiasm for the splendidly painted and illuminated thirteenth-century Apocalypse that became his model of the ideal book. The enthusiasm lasted. In 1897, Burne-Jones was still pointing out: ‘There are two arts which others don’t care for that Mr. Morris and I have found our greatest delight in – painted books and beautiful tapestry.’ Both these arts had the power to draw them back into a reimagined medieval world.


But the two young men were also conscious of the present. For both, and for Morris in particular, their growing love of the medieval was not mere nostalgia. It became a starting point for a whole social and political campaign, providing a critique of the current Victorian standards of design and manufacture and attitudes to art. Already William Morris had built up a resistance to what he would describe as ‘the ordinary bourgeois style of comfort’ of his upbringing, the ponderous reception rooms and stuffy furnishings of the increasingly prosperous Morris family homes. In a gesture of juvenile defiance, when his family took him to the Great Exhibition in the Crystal Palace in Hyde Park in 1851 Morris refused to enter it, knowing that this immense display of industrial ingenuity and prowess would not be to his taste. 


Burne-Jones too would have his Crystal Palace moment. In 1854, by which time the Crystal Palace had been moved and re-erected at Sydenham, Burne-Jones went to see it, dismayed by the extent of architectural sameness, ‘its gigantic wearisomeness, in its length of cheerless monotony, iron and glass, glass and iron’. He decided that the Palace was ‘a fit apartment for fragrant shrubs, trickling fountains, muslin-de-laines, eau-de-Cologne, Grecian statues, strawberry ices and brass bands’. The joint force of their decision would eventually result in the foundation of the famous design and decorating firm Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co., their own practical campaign against the age.


From the autumn of 1854 Burne-Jones and William Morris had rooms alongside one another in the Exeter Old Buildings. These overlooked Broad Street, separated by a little open space with trees. ‘They were tumbly old buildings, gable-roofed and pebble-dashed’, as Burne-Jones described them, and were soon to be pulled down to make space for new buildings designed in a bland style that would enrage the friends. For the moment they revelled in the oddness of the buildings, small dark passages that led from the staircase to the sitting rooms, little flights of steps descending and ascending for no reason. It was a Charley’s Aunt set-up, comedic and chaotic. Suddenly your face was banged against a closing door.


Their friendship went on flourishing in this close proximity. It was certainly not a sexual relationship but, in the manner of so many mid-Victorian male friendships, especially in the high-flown Tractarian religious environment, it had an intensely romantic element. Burne-Jones wrote of William Morris to his friend Crom Price, ‘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.’ From Oxford days onwards, even in the midst of their most serious creative working partnership, there was a constant jokiness between them, an undercurrent of larkiness and chaff. 


It was noted by the friends who had known him at King Edward’s that once he got to Oxford Burne-Jones had experienced a great inward change. Richard Watson Dixon described how ‘he began to show a more decided and stronger character than at school’. Burne-Jones relaxed and mellowed, became more demonstrative. He saw this as a time when ‘he felt his heart burst into a blossom of love to his friends and all the men around him’. It was friendship with Morris that had given him this onrush of confidence.




*





Pembroke College lies towards the south of Oxford, tucked into the hinterland behind St Aldate’s Church and hemmed in by the ancient city wall. Besides Exeter, the other focus of activity for Burne-Jones at Oxford was the rooms in Pembroke occupied by the ‘little Birmingham colony’, ex-members of King Edward’s School. The ‘colony’ consisted of the rather overbearing William Fulford, the gentle, poetic and slightly grubby Dixon, and the budding mathematician Charles Faulkner who also came from Birmingham though from a different school. They were joined in October 1854, much to Burne-Jones’s joy, by Cormell Price. These were old friends together, easy and convivial, still quite innocent and childish in spite of their earnestness and intelligence. ‘We chatted about life, such as we knew it,’ wrote Burne-Jones of their regular evenings in Faulkner’s rooms at Pembroke, conveniently placed on the ground floor on the corner of the old quadrangle. They also chatted about ghosts, ‘which Dixon believed in religiously but Faulkner despised, and many an evening we wound up with a bear-fight, and so at 11, home to Exeter and bed’.


William Morris had been easily infiltrated into the Birmingham set. At first they had patronisingly regarded him just as a pleasant boy but they quite quickly got his measure, impressed, sometimes alarmed by his ‘fire and impetuosity’, his great bodily strength, his unpredictably hot temper and his alarming habit, when most exasperated, of raining down vigorous blows on his own head. When Morris began composing his own poetry the Birmingham coterie was filled with admiration. ‘It was something the like of which had never been heard before,’ judged Dixon, having heard Morris reading an early composition, the short spare melancholy picture poem ‘The Willow and the Red Cliff’. It was on his own account, not just as Burne-Jones’s adjunct, that Morris soon took his own place within the group.


All of them were still in their Heir of Redclyffe phase, strongly influenced by Charlotte M. Yonge’s long chivalric novel, published in 1853. The Heir of Redclyffe tells the story of two cousins, the generous, fiery-tempered Guy (rather a William Morris character in fact) and the apparent goody-goody Philip who schemes to ruin Guy’s chances of marrying his guardian’s daughter Amy by blackening his character. After many ins and outs Guy refutes the charges and he and Amy marry. On their honeymoon they come upon the now repentant Philip ill with fearful fever. They nurse him back to health and Guy forgives him, only to catch the fever himself and die. For the Birmingham set The Heir of Redclyffe had everything: young chivalric handsome hero, snakelike villain, touches of social aspiration, a poignant deathbed scene. The glamour of piety entered the real lives of Burne-Jones and his friends. According to Dixon, ‘We all had a notion of doing great things for man.’ The notion of self-abnegation was alluring. Burne-Jones later described an episode that might have been imagined by Yonge herself: ‘a poor fellow dying at college while I was at Oxford – his friends took it by turn to read Pickwick to him – he died in the middle of the description of Mr. Bob Sawyer’s supper party – and we all thought he had made a good end’.


The topic of celibacy was eagerly discussed among the set. This, the ultimate test of Arthurian chivalry, was still being regarded by Burne-Jones as a feasible possibility. His mind was still set on the monastic brotherhood. He remained deeply affected by his visit to the Cistercian monastery in the forest. Once he had arrived at Oxford Burne-Jones had been among the many pilgrims setting out to Littlemore, the religious settlement established by Newman on land he had bought in 1840, where he and his colleagues lived in stark simplicity: bare walls, rough brick floor without a carpet, straw bed, one or two chairs, and a few books. It was at Littlemore that Newman was received into the Roman Catholic Church. 


Since then other monastic communities had been springing up on Newman’s model of scholarship combined with pastoral care. Especially inspiring to Burne-Jones, with his first-hand knowledge of urban poverty, was Hurrell Froude’s Project for the Revival of Religion in Great Towns, an early blueprint for religious outreach in the city. Burne-Jones planned to form a small religious community of male clerical and lay members working in the heart of London. William Morris, who was due to inherit at least £700 a year in interest from the Devon Great Consols mining company when he came of age, was eager to finance the foundation of the monastery, and Burne-Jones wrote persuasively to Crom Price: ‘remember I have set my heart on our founding a Brotherhood. If you fail me I shall misanthropize, misogynize, misobrephize, shut myself up in a cell(ar). Learn Sir Galahad by heart – he is to be the patron of our order.’ This was in May 1853. In October 1854 Burne-Jones was still maintaining that the monastery stood a better chance than ever of being founded. But by this time he was sounding a little less convinced.


Other contrary interests had begun encroaching. Burne-Jones might have been busily reading Archdeacon Wilberforce’s latest work on the Holy Eucharist at mealtimes, judging it ‘the most controversial and truly theological work that has come out for ages’, but he was also being seduced by more popular sensationalist writing. He felt almost ashamed of his addiction to the mystery tales of Edgar Allan Poe. ‘His book of horrors is with me now,’ Burne-Jones confessed sheepishly to his friend Crom Price: ‘I know how contrary to all rules of taste are such writings, but there is something full of delicate refinement in all that hideousness.’ He admired especially the stories in which Poe is most concerned with his subjects’ motivation, as in ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’, ‘The Purloined Letter’, ‘The Pit and the Pendulum’ and others of Poe’s ‘marvellously startling’ narratives. He considered ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ to be ‘very grand’, perhaps his favourite of all. ‘Some I think very “objectionable”,’ Burne-Jones reported, sounding distinctly thrilled with Poe’s ‘The Black Cat’ and ‘Mesmeric Revelation’ in particular. This discovery of Poe is the first sign of his later fascination with horrifying mysteries, a preoccupation with the sinister and ghoulish that pervades Burne-Jones’s early Pre-Raphaelite apprenticeship.


And how wedded was he really to the celibate life? In her memoir of her husband Georgiana Burne-Jones asserts with touching confidence of the Oxford friends that ‘the mystery which shrouds men and women from each other in youth was sacred to each one of them’ and most likely she was right. But there were always yearnings. Even at school Burne-Jones had learned the useful trick of attaching himself to the most handsome of the other schoolboys in order to make himself more popular with girls. The Macdonald family had now left Birmingham but he was on especially affectionate terms with the sisters of Crom Price. While at Oxford there are hints of an unhappy love affair. He mentions to his fencing master Archibald MacLaren ‘the heartaches and love-troubles I have been getting into’; to Crom Price he describes himself as ‘suffering greater mental troubles than I ever remember’. The source of all these miseries has never been identified but the episode reveals the strong susceptibility to women that challenged his youthful ideals of celibacy. When, just a few years later, he and Swinburne defined heaven as ‘a rose-garden full of stunners’ – the Pre-Raphaelite word for women of particular sexual allure – we should not be surprised.




*





After a few terms at Oxford he had gone back to the drawing that had occupied so many hours in Birmingham. ‘I have fallen back upon my drawing and intend cultivating it to some extent,’ he told Crom Price. A visitor arriving in his rooms in March 1854 found him working on an illustration to Tennyson’s ‘The Lady of Shalott’. While Morris was preoccupied with architectural sketches, drawing windows, arches and gables, adorning his letters with hasty little sketches of floriated ornament, Burne-Jones spent whole days in Bagley Woods making detailed studies of foliage and flowers. Ruskin’s view of the importance of direct and careful observation of nature as a means to truth in art, a truth both moral and material, would have been familiar to Burne-Jones from his reading of Ruskin’s Modern Painters. Artists ‘should go to nature in all singleness of heart … rejecting nothing, selecting nothing and scorning nothing; believing all things to be right and good, and rejoicing in the truth’. He must have known those words by heart. In that sense Burne-Jones’s discipleship of Ruskin had begun before he met him. His reading of Ruskin also introduced him to the new Pre-Raphaelite movement, hailed in the Edinburgh lectures as prophetic of a new aesthetic orthodoxy. When Burne-Jones actually saw the work of the Brotherhood – John Everett Millais, William Holman Hunt and Dante Gabriel Rossetti – he understood it instantaneously.


At Oxford Burne-Jones received his first commission. This was for a series of pen-and-ink drawings for a volume of ballads and poems on the fairy mythology of Europe. The compiler of The Fairy Family, Archibald MacLaren, was a versatile and interesting man with the energetic breadth of interest of his time. As well as being an expert on fairies he was an authority on physical education and had written several books on the subject. He had trained in medicine, become expert in fencing and gymnastics in Paris and took a holistic approach towards the physical aspects of the body. He was soon to be called on to train British military personnel at his Oxford gymnasium in Oriel Lane. Meanwhile, among his less professional pupils were Morris and Burne-Jones, who had been recommended to take fencing lessons in the hope of improving his still shaky state of health. Burne-Jones greatly enjoyed fencing. ‘I was quick,’ he wrote later, ‘and though not strong, had a fairly strong wrist and could overbear my antagonist by momentary vehemence.’ He did not, however, take to the more lumbering broadsword or brutal singlestick, much preferring the foil’s romantic dash and passion. As he was to put it, ‘I like a Dumas duel.’


A close friendship developed between the three of them. MacLaren, twelve years older, was avuncular and charming to Burne-Jones and William Morris, nurturing their talents and ambitions. He lived with his young wife in Summertown, then a small village to the north of Oxford, reached along a stretch of country road. The two went out regularly to dine with the MacLarens in their low white house, where in the summer the veranda was festooned with roses and the garden was ‘like a small Paradise shut in with white walls’. Burne-Jones made special friends with the MacLarens’ daughter, little Mabel, first of the long line of his fondly wondering attachments to small girls. ‘Is she old enough for a doll?’ he asked her father, ‘for a lady has promised to dress one completely for her, and I want to get a big one, like those in Baby-linen windows.’ Besides baby talk, the conversation in Summertown was mainly about poetry and art. MacLaren was impressed by the drawings Burne-Jones showed him and asked him to provide illustrations for the book of fairy poems he was then preparing for publication.


In mid-Victorian England fairies were becoming popular. Romantic movement poets and novelists had focused new attention on the magical and inexplicable. Many European fairy tales were now reaching Britain in translation. The famous fairy tales by the Brothers Grimm were published in 1823 under the title German Popular Stories. Fairy mythology had become the subject of scholarly attention. Thomas Keightley’s Fairy Mythology, acknowledged by MacLaren in his introduction to The Fairy Family, was the most highly regarded of these studies. MacLaren’s ‘book of ballads and metrical tales illustrating the fairy faith of Britain’, as the title page defines it, was very much an enterprise of its period.


Burne-Jones began work on The Fairy Family in the spring of 1854 and the project was still in progress through 1855 and 1856. He made in all more than eighty designs: full-page illustrations, title pages, borders, incidental vignettes and decorative capitals. The designs were developed for reproduction by engraving and Burne-Jones carried them out in pencil or pen and ink, all in monochrome. Stylistically they are variable, spanning as they did such a formative period in Burne-Jones’s artistic development. Some of the illustrations are still in the style of his comic schoolboy sketches, vigorous and busy, influenced by George Cruikshank, illustrator of Dickens. Cruikshank had also illustrated the English edition of Grimms’ fairy tales as well as providing the frontispiece for Keightley’s Fairy Mythology. Others of the few surviving illustrations in the series are maturer, clearly showing the absorbed experience of Burne-Jones’s Oxford years.


His new feeling for architecture is reflected in his landscapes of soaring spires and crenellated castles. His Gothicised lettering suggests the influence of the painted books that he and William Morris admired in the Bodleian. His stalwart knight in armour; his strange elongated women; the couple on the shore staring out across the moonlit lake as if transfixed: already there are hints of the curious atmosphere of stillness so characteristic of Burne-Jones’s later work. Designing for MacLaren he developed his sense of narrative and wonder, penetrating into the meaning of the fairy tale. He was decisive about the special nature of doing drawings for children. He did not see these as in any sense ‘false drawings’ but he maintained that ‘in good drawing, in the assertion of facts in drawing, what men chiefly want is particular truth, and what children chiefly want is general truth’. In his work for The Fairy Family we see Burne-Jones the artist begin to find his feet.


It was, as all his works were, a considerable agony. Burne-Jones’s nerves when working were always to be fraught. One early morning MacLaren was woken by the sound of gravel thrown at his bedroom window. He looked out to see Burne-Jones standing in the garden, haggard with lack of sleep having been up all night struggling with a drawing. He had walked to Summertown to discuss the problem with his client. The drawings for The Fairy Family were never finished. But, according to Georgiana Burne-Jones, ‘Maclaren’s forbearance and generosity about the whole matter never gave way.’ When the book was published by Longman’s in 1857 it contained only three illustrations by Burne-Jones, none of which was credited. MacLaren kept the dozens of unused designs. He offered them to Burne-Jones but he did not wish to claim what by then seemed to him embarrassing examples of his early trials. Most of the Fairy Family designs have disappeared but seven survived to find their way into the collection of Andrew Lloyd Webber, whose dream worlds and escapist fantasies pervaded the entertainment business in centuries to come.




*







No doubt this his first professional commission exacerbated his discontent with Oxford. The initial disappointments of Burne-Jones’s first months in the city he had longed to live in, disillusionment which William Morris shared, had only strengthened in the intervening period. He would later say that Oxford was ‘a terrible place when he was there … At Exeter they were all pedants.’ The intellectual content of his examination courses was of little interest, and he and Morris were left ‘absolutely desolate’ by the lethargy and lack of commitment of the teaching. In the country generally this was a troubled time. The Crimean War was in progress: English and French forces began the siege of Sevastopol on 17 October 1854; the charge of the Light Brigade at Balaclava, made for ever memorable by Tennyson, took place later in the month. Meanwhile, Britain was devastated by the terrible cholera outbreak of that autumn. In this period of national crisis people felt destabilised, uncertain of their old life patterns and beliefs.


Attitudes were shifting within the little Birmingham colony at Oxford. The naive young men matured and questioned old loyalties. Yes they still loved Tennyson, read aloud authoritatively by William Fulford in a fine deep voice, and still more or less considered Tennyson the greatest poet of the century. But other literary influences gathered strength. Of contemporary poets Browning became a favourite, his sinewy complexities providing a new challenge to their sense of correct literary composition and settled moral values, bringing intimations of modernity. They also travelled back in time, discovered Geoffrey Chaucer and revelled in his storytelling vigour, including the indecent episodes. For both Morris and Burne-Jones, Chaucer was to be a hero. What Burne-Jones once described as the ‘extreme simplicity and beautiful directness’ of his nature much affected them, and Chaucer was to be the inspiration for some of their greatest collaborations. If John Ruskin, as Morris once insisted, had provided a new road along which they should travel then Chaucer did as well.


Gradually the group was becoming secularised. The niggling ecclesiastical debates lost their burning interest as Burne-Jones and his friends began to read more widely, especially in French and German philosophy. They read Thomas Carlyle, absorbing his delineation of the hero as social visionary in his lectures On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History, thrilling to his denunciations of contemporary society in Chartism, published in 1839, and Past and Present in 1843. ‘Carlyle and Ruskin are not a historian and a critic – they are two old Hebrew Prophets alive now and thundering. Carlyle is a Scandinavian War God from the North.’ His effect on Burne-Jones was ferocious and profound.


Carlyle in tackling ‘the condition of England question’ attacked an economic and political system in which the cash nexus had become the sole basis of relationship between man and man. Burne-Jones had no problem in applying this to Birmingham, as he did Carlyle’s concern for the industrial poor. Carlyle’s belief that honest and responsible work could bring about social regeneration also found an echo in Burne-Jones’s own work-orientated personality. But most immediately influential in Carlyle’s writings was his concept of moral directives independent of those of conventional religion, for which he had no time. George Eliot wrote in The Leader in 1855, ‘there is hardly a superior or active mind of this generation that has not been modified by Carlyle’s writings’. What applied to George Eliot applied to Burne-Jones too. As he wrote in that same year, the effect of their wide reading on the set was disconcerting: ‘it shivered the belief of one, and palsied mine, I fear for years’.


Now began the painful process by which Burne-Jones would exchange one sort of religion for another – the religion of art. The anguish of those months is made clear in a letter he wrote to Maria Choyce, his childhood friend, the cousin on the farm. He contrasts the steadiness of his first two years at Oxford, years in which his faith was ‘very firm and constant’ and indeed still growing, times when plans for the future monastic community were developing, schemes that were ‘romantic and utopian, but entirely meant’, with an agonising present of growing religious doubt and disillusionment.


Burne-Jones was by no means alone in his dilemma. Hundreds of other young Englishmen were losing their faith in and around 1855. But his nervous temperament made his suffering acute, prone as he still was to collapses after exercising, periodic total seizures of the limbs and headaches brought on by excess of tension, probably a form of migraine. He had anguished discussions with Charles Marriott, Newman’s friend and disciple who had taken over from him as vicar of St Mary’s Church in Oxford. In his desperation he renewed his old ideas of joining the Roman Catholic Church. By May 1855, as William Morris too began to question his vocation, plans for Burne-Jones’s monastery were finally abandoned, along with their intention of becoming clergymen. ‘Morris has become questionable in doctrinal points, and Ted is too Catholic to be ordained,’ Cormell Price reported at the time. In retrospect Burne-Jones summed up the crisis they were facing: ‘Slowly, and almost insensibly, without ever talking about it, I think we were both settling in our minds that the clerical life was not for us and art was growing more and more dominant daily.’


At the height of his despair Burne-Jones even attempted to sign up for the Crimea. ‘I wanted to go and get killed,’ he had announced, in an almost self-satiric tone of melodrama, applying for one of the army commissions being offered for recruits from the university. Fortunately he was rejected on grounds of his ill health. For 1855 was a pivotal year in which Burne-Jones, at the age of twenty-one, made the first of his four influential journeys to the Continent. And this was the summer in which he decided definitely on a career in art. 



















THREE


Northern France 1855





It is fascinating how in so long and close a friendship, in which Burne-Jones and Morris were entwined in many ways, their responses to their shared experience could be poles apart. This becomes clear on the working holiday they took in northern France in 1855. Morris had already made his first journey abroad – to Belgium and France – in the previous summer vacation from Oxford. For Burne-Jones this was the first time he had left England, and though he echoed Morris in his profound delight in the Gothic architecture of the great churches and cathedrals they visited, his excitement at his first sight of so many masterworks of painting in the art galleries in Paris was even more intense.


They set out via London in the middle of July. There were three in the party, the never entirely welcome William Fulford having been brought in as a last-minute substitute for Burne-Jones’s and Morris’s bosom friend Crom Price. The day before they left London Burne-Jones had called at the house in Walpole Street in Chelsea where the Macdonald family were living. Georgiana had happened to be out. Fifty years later she described the episode: ‘Returning home I missed him so narrowly that I distinctly saw him walking down the street as I reached my door. “Jones and Morris and Fulford were going to France tomorrow,” I was told; “Jones had just been to call”. I knew it.’


The tour had been planned as a walking holiday so as not to involve Burne-Jones in travelling expenses he could not afford. Morris was always sensitive to Burne-Jones’s poverty and had once seriously suggested sharing his own income half-and-half, a generous offer Burne-Jones had refused. This was not a reading holiday. They took just one book with them, a volume of Keats’s poems. It was planned as an itinerary of feasting with the eyes. After making the crossing from Folkestone to Boulogne, the travellers arrived in Abbeville late in the evening on 19 July. The next morning Burne-Jones was up early and started sketching. The haphazard streets and houses with their high-pitched roofs, ranged around the tall tower of St Wulfram’s Church, struck him as beautiful in a new and foreign way. The town was encircled by low hills and green fields. They travelled on that same afternoon to Amiens, lingering in the cathedral until nine o’clock at night. Then the next day they walked on towards Beauvais with increasing difficulty since Morris’s boots were causing him such pain that he abandoned them en route and bought a pair of carpet slippers in which he hobbled the remaining eighteen miles from Clermont up to Beauvais. From there on the idea of walking was discarded and they went on by horse-drawn cart or coach or train.


The cathedral at Amiens had impressed Burne-Jones. Fulford described him as having been ‘speechless with admiration’. But of the nine cathedrals, and at least twenty-four churches of the highest architectural quality, it was the enormous and peculiarly spectacular cathedral at Beauvais that would stay for ever in his mind. The building of the cathedral had begun in the mid-thirteenth century but been abandoned at a point when the choir, carried upwards to a great height, had to be buttressed to prevent it from collapsing. The transept was built in the sixteenth century but the nave was never started. Was it the fact that the cathedral was unfinished that played on Burne-Jones’s Romantic sensibility? The bizarre grandeur of Beauvais stayed with him for ever and in a letter written decades later he recreates the experience of attending High Mass in ‘the most beautiful church in the world’:




I remember it all – and the processions – and the trombones – and the ancient singing – more beautiful than anything I had ever heard and I think I have never heard the like since. And the great organ that made the air tremble – and the greater organ that pealed out suddenly, and I thought the Day of Judgment had come – and the roof, and the long lights that are the most graceful things man has ever made.


What a day it was, and how alive I was, and young – and a blue dragonfly stood still in the air so long that I could have painted him.





The poignant fact underlying this rapturous description is that Burne-Jones’s visit to Beauvais took place just at the moment when his own religious vocation waned.


After Beauvais there was an argument over the next stop. Morris wanted to skirt around Paris and go on immediately to Chartres. He knew from the last visit how enraged he had been by crude restoration work in progress at Notre-Dame. But Burne-Jones was desperate to see the pictures in the Louvre and Fulford wanted to view Paris in general. Morris gave way, and after Vespers in the cathedral they left Beauvais for Paris and a programme of sightseeing which apparently lasted for sixteen hours non-stop.


For Burne-Jones the great revelation of the visit was his first sight of medieval painting. For a young man growing up in the provinces in mid-Victorian England there were no opportunities to see the great art of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Italy and Flanders. At Oxford the situation was little better. Burne-Jones later claimed, ‘Of painting we knew nothing. It was before the time when photographs made all the galleries of Europe accessible, and what would have been better a thousand times for us, the wall paintings of Italy.’ Black and white reproductions of Italian art in the handbooks published by the Arundel Society were just beginning to be circulated; there were one or two examples of early Italian art in the Taylorian museum; Ruskin’s handbook to the Arena Chapel at Padua contained some crude woodcuts of Giotto’s frescos. But although Burne-Jones was by now familiar with contemporary painting, including the works of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, his knowledge of European art was very limited. He had not, it appears, set foot in the National Gallery in London. Until he got to Paris Burne-Jones could not remember having seen any examples of ‘ancient pictures’ at all. 


In this Morris was ahead of him. His travels of the previous summer had introduced him to the paintings of Van Eyck and Hans Memling. He had brought back photographs of Albrecht Dürer’s engravings to show his friends at Oxford and spread word of the marvels of medieval art in the Musée de Cluny in Paris and the Louvre. Now he could share these pleasures at first hand. They allotted one whole day to the Picture Gallery at the Louvre, a collection rich in Italian art, the spoils of French imperial conquest. Here, as if plotting a surprise treat for a child, Morris made Burne-Jones shut his eyes while he led him up to Fra Angelico’s The Coronation of the Virgin. When he was allowed to open them again Burne-Jones was ‘transported with delight’. The visit to Paris altered his whole future attitude to art. Up to then painting had been a form of art he had more or less discounted. Now he realised that painting would be the central thing.


He was later to tell his studio assistant how this first sight of early Italian painting showed him the way in which he too could be a painter in the middle of the nineteenth century. So devoted did Burne-Jones remain to Fra Angelico, the Florentine Dominican, that as he grew older he almost came to be him, signing letters to his intimate friends as ‘Angelo’. Amongst those who loved him it became his nickname. Frances Graham and her younger sister Agnes gave the explanation that ‘we called him Angelo because he once said he felt good, like Fra Angelico’.


Burne-Jones had been developing the interest in medieval music and musical instruments we see in his stained-glass windows with their multitudes of angels playing dulcimers and clashing cymbals. At Oxford Burne-Jones, Morris, Dixon and Crom Price all belonged to the Plain-song Society which rehearsed in the Music Room in Holywell, and Burne-Jones sang plainsong in the daily morning services at St Thomas’s Church. Now in Paris Burne-Jones had a musical experience of a rather different sort, when the party of friends went to hear Madame Alboni, the renowned Italian contralto, singing in Meyerbeer’s five-act opera Le Prophète. This was Burne-Jones’s choice of entertainment and he was enraptured. William Morris, beside him, was ‘a good deal bored’. 


Before they left Paris they made a visit to the Hôtel de Cluny, the fifteenth-century residence that had been opened as a museum in the previous decade. Here Burne-Jones would almost certainly have viewed the tapestries of the Lady and the Unicorn, not dissimilar in feeling to his own quasi-medieval tapestries of the 1890s conceived on a similarly palatial scale. He and Fulford also saw with their own eyes the depredations to the church of Notre-Dame that had already roused Morris to such fury. Public awareness of the building had intensified after publication of Victor Hugo’s novel Notre-Dame de Paris and a lengthy programme of restoration work under Viollet-le-Duc began in 1845. Ten years later the site was still in chaos. On his previous visit Morris had found ‘sculptures half down and lying in careless wrecks under the porches’ awaiting restoration. Other visitors complained about crude painted replicas of the original sculptures placed in the niches of the western front.


Burne-Jones now found himself equally dismayed by the cavalier treatment of this great historic edifice. Seeing Notre-Dame with William Morris was important in bringing him round to Morris’s view that the wholesale restoration of historic buildings now coming into fashion was wrongheaded to the point of sinfulness. Restoration falsified the architects’ and craftsmen’s original intentions, smoothing out the original vigour of the workmanship. Better to let buildings decay than to restore them. After Notre-Dame Burne-Jones shared the conviction that medieval buildings were better left alone.


On 25 July they finally headed on southwards towards Chartres. For Burne-Jones Chartres was, again, a formative experience. The great stone cathedral rising up out of the burnished gold cornfields of late summer was a sight not to be forgotten. There are obvious examples of how Morris was to draw on the history and architectural detail of Chartres in poetry and fiction, most evocatively in ‘The Story of the Unknown Church’ written soon after the travellers returned. For Burne-Jones the eventual legacy of Chartres is most obvious in his own designs for stained glass. Although the visit to France took place two years before he started designing stained-glass windows on his own account and six years before William Morris’s decorating firm, Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co., began to market the stained-glass windows that became such a staple of their repertoire, it was now, in Chartres Cathedral and in the church at Evreux, that Burne-Jones became aware of the possibilities of stained glass as a medium with its own intrinsic qualities quite different from those of easel painting.


He was able to relate the stained glass to the cathedral’s marvellous medieval sculpture, elongated stone figures of saints and kings and queens. He started to see a stained-glass window as part of a great church’s whole architectural entity, in relation to the soaring grandeur of the vaulting, the intricate geometry of the piers and shafts. Brilliant glowing colours in a dark solemn interior: his first sight of the twelfth-century North Rose Window at Chartres showed the young Burne-Jones what stained glass could be.


It was drizzling in Chartres on 27 July when they left at dawn for Rouen, now travelling north. This was an arduous journey with multiple changes from rail to one-horse conveyance to omnibus and back again to ‘nasty, brimstone, noisy, shrieking railway train’. Burne-Jones was suffering from eye strain brought on by unaccustomed exposure to what had been, for most of the journey, the glaring summer sun. The sun was out, but getting low, by the time they got to Rouen and were faced with the cathedral that Morris, who had seen it the year earlier, remembered as the greatest pleasure he had ever had. Burne-Jones was drawn into what became almost a competition of superlatives. Which was his favourite cathedral? Was it Beauvais? Was it Chartres? Or was it Rouen, the cathedral in the centre of the city, its glorious façade rising above the colour and commotion of the local flower market? As he had loved Hereford, Burne-Jones enjoyed them all. Enjoyed them and re cycled them, including long-remembered vistas and architectural details from these great cathedral cities in his drawings and paintings and designs.


Now, in early August, they were heading west on the last stage of their journey to Bayeux, Coutances and Avranches, to visit the waterbound Mont St Michel, a building from a fairy tale, finally catching the ferry from Granville to Southampton. On Thursday 2 August they stopped en route in Le Havre. That night Burne-Jones and Morris took a walk along the quay, the busy port which bore the traffic of Le Havre’s import/export trade. In Burne-Jones’s own words, quoted in his wife’s Memorials, ‘we resolved definitely that we would begin a life of art, and put off our decision no longer – he should be an architect and I a painter’. This was not a dramatic moment of conversion, as it has often been portrayed. Burne-Jones himself explains, ‘It was a resolve only needing a final conclusion; we were bent on that road for the whole past year.’ That night’s conversation had, however, strengthened their determination to abandon finally their plans to be ordained. After Le Havre they neither of them wavered from the life of art, though they would interpret it in very different ways. Burne-Jones was to look back on that walk along the quayside as ‘the most memorable night of my life’.


Their decision had painful repercussions. Was it just coincidence that Morris purchased in Rouen the Tauchnitz edition of Thackeray’s The Newcomes? This book contains the scene in which Clive, only son of a conventional Anglo-Indian army officer, Colonel Thomas Newcome, announces to his father that he intends to be an artist. Colonel Newcome’s initial bewilderment was mirrored by that of William Morris’s now widowed mother when faced with the news of her son’s plans to become an architect. Burne-Jones too had his own personal involvement in Clive’s story and indeed reviewed The Newcomes for The Oxford & Cambridge Magazine. We do not know in detail how Mr Jones reacted but he knew how perilous and socially suspect an artist’s life could be.


Burne-Jones’s anxiety and guilt pours out into a letter to his cousin Maria Choyce. ‘Weary work this is doubting, doubting, doubting … friendly sympathy growing colder as the void broadens and deepens.’ He was conscious of offending everybody with his ‘“notions” and “way of going on” – general recklessness in fact’. He confesses to Maria that he hopes to be a painter, but feels no confidence in how he can achieve it. He will probably end up ‘poor and nameless – very probably indeed’. But the alternative now seemed to him impossible. He turned away in a revulsion of physical disgust at the Church of England’s pretensions and decrepitude: ‘anything, so it be not a parson – save me from that, for I have looked behind the veil, and am grown sick of false hair and teeth’.


So ended Burne-Jones’s plans for ordination and his respect for the established Church of England. But this is not to be confused with a rejection of what he still regarded as the enduring values of the medieval Church. Medieval Christianity – the thing he so lovingly described as ‘Christmas Carol Christianity’ – became a vital element in Burne-Jones’s art.




*





After northern France Burne-Jones returned to Birmingham and Morris went to stay with him. Georgiana Burne-Jones says, ‘the little house in Bristol Road shone with their presence’, perhaps glossing over the effect of William Morris’s rumbustious personality in such close proximity to Mr Jones and the vigilant, possessive Miss Sampson in an already overcrowded house.


Much of their time was evidently spent in visiting the other members of their Oxford set, most of whom lived within a few miles of one another. Though their plans to form a monastic settlement had definitely faded, a new scheme had taken hold amongst the Brotherhood, as they now defined themselves, to start a magazine. Excited discussions took place among the friends as they moved around from Price’s house to Dixon’s house to Fulford’s and back to Bristol Road. They went on long talkative walks; on one gloriously fine day they rambled round the Lickey Hills. Wilfred Heeley, another old King Edward’s boy who was now at Cambridge, was brought into the discussions. Heeley nominated his own Cambridge literary friends to join the project, the most active of whom was Vernon Lushington. Although initiated in Birmingham the title was, ambitiously, The Oxford and Cambridge Magazine.


The idea behind the magazine was not simply to give these young men of literary ambitions an outlet for their work. It was seen as an agent of national reform, ‘a medium for the expression of their principles and enthusiasms’. The practical idealism of the Brotherhood had been fired by their admiration for F. D. Maurice and Charles Kingsley, leading figures in the Christian Socialist movement. On a typical Birmingham evening, when the ‘brothers’ met at Dixon’s, they ‘talked on myriad subjects’ and Burne-Jones read aloud to them from Yeast, Charles Kingsley’s novel dealing with multiple contemporary social and religious problems. Lancelot Smith, the young hero of Yeast who ends the novel inspired to regenerate his ailing country, stood as a role model to Burne-Jones and his friends, who were also impressed by Kingsley’s later novels Alton Locke, Hypatia: or, New Foes with an Old Face and the just published Westward Ho!. The reformative zeal of Kingsley was behind Burne-Jones’s optimism for the magazine. He told Maria Choyce in autumn 1855, ‘we have such a deal to tell people, such a deal of scolding to administer, so many fights to wage and opposition to encounter that our spirits are quite rising with the emergency’.


The plans for the magazine were settled in more detail in what turned out to be Burne-Jones’s final term at Oxford. Morris was the editor and proprietor, in his usual role of backer for the Brotherhood. It was calculated that the magazine, coming out monthly, could not be published for less than £500 a year: ‘he hopes not to lose more than £300,’ wrote Burne-Jones, ‘but even that is a great deal’. Bell and Daldy were the publishers and the first number appeared on 1 January 1856. A thousand copies were printed, priced at one shilling. The contents are listed as Essays, Tales, Poetry and Notices of Books. In spite of the talents of some of the contributors, Morris’s essays, poems and short stories being the thing that held the magazine together, it was not a commercial or, on the whole, an artistic success. Morris quickly lost interest in the exigencies of editing and paid William Fulford to take it over. Fulford included far too much of his own work. By the end of the year Bell and Daldy were reporting a considerable stock of unsold copies and The Oxford and Cambridge Magazine closed down.


Burne-Jones contributed at least three pieces to the magazine. In the first issue, as well as his review of Thackeray’s The Newcomes, was a love story entitled ‘The Cousins, a Tale’. In issue two there was ‘A Story of the North’. There may possibly have been a further contribution. Crom Price, in a letter written to Sydney Cockerell in 1902, argued for Burne-Jones’s rather than William Morris’s authorship of an article on ‘Ruskin and The Quarterly’, largely on grounds of style.


Of these, ‘The Cousins’ has by far the greatest interest. It was Fulford who first spread the news among the Brotherhood, meeting Dixon and saying ‘He has written such a gorgeous tale, that man,’ meaning Edward Burne-Jones, who later on, that evening, read his story out loud in Fulford’s rooms. Dixon was overwhelmed:




We were all as if dumb at the end of it. I felt the commanding beauty and delicate phrasing, and also the goodness of heart that the writing showed. I had no notion before that E.B.-J. was gifted so highly for literature. His reading of it was very fine. As soon as he could, he rushed out and left us.





This post-performance shyness was very typical. ‘The Cousins’ is a complex, somewhat unlikely tale, told in the first person, of Charlie, the young man who is rejected by one cousin, the haughty, flighty Gertrude to whom he was engaged. He leaves England in despair and is eventually rescued and revived by the beautiful Onore who turns out to be another of his cousins, now living in France. The story ends happily with Charlie and Onore preparing to get married. ‘It is a morning in May upon the hill of Canteleu … And below is the valley and the river, and the city of the towers.’ Onore, with her ‘stedfast look’ and ‘wide deep eyes’, has unmistakable resemblances to little Georgiana Macdonald. The topography of Burne-Jones’s story is clearly drawn from his recent expedition to northern France.


‘The Cousins’ is a tale with social conscience. There is a powerful sub-plot of suffering in the city. Serious business failures in the North as a result of factory strikes have repercussions on the leading City of London finance houses. Scenes of aristocratic licence are contrasted with the drab vulnerability of the London poor. Edward Burne-Jones is certainly not Dickens but he was a better writer than he wanted to acknowledge. His wife later explained that ‘After he became a painter he seemed to feel a kind of jealousy at the employment of any other means of expression than painting, and deliberately curbed the use of words in public.’ Burne-Jones kept his best writing for his private letters, some of which are idiosyncratically brilliant.




*





The autumn brought a new excitement, the Morte d’Arthur, the book that of all books altered the direction of Burne-Jones and Morris’s creative lives. Le Morte d’Arthur was the lengthy cycle of Arthurian legends written by Sir Thomas Malory, a knight from Warwickshire. It appears that he was working on it while he was in prison, charged with the unknightly crimes of violence, theft and rape. Malory’s magnum opus was completed in 1471 and printed by Caxton in 1485. In 1817 Robert Southey, so-called ‘Lake poet’ and the current Poet Laureate, produced his own edition of Malory and this was the version Burne-Jones had discovered by chance in Cornish’s, the bookseller in New Street in Birmingham where the impecunious undergraduate spent many hours each day reading voraciously and buying occasional cheap books to pacify the owner. The Morte d’Arthur was far beyond his means but when Morris came to stay in Birmingham he bought it almost without thinking and, wrote Burne-Jones, ‘we feasted on it long’.


From the start it permeated their lives. There are descriptions in Crom Price’s diary of walking ‘round and round the garden with Ted, reading the Morte d’Arthur, the chapters about the death of Percival’s sister and the Shalott lady’. The legends of Merlin; the tales of Sir Launcelot du Lake, Sir Gareth of Orkney, Tristram de Lyones; the Quest of the Holy Grail; Launcelot and Guenevere; the ineffably mysterious passing of Arthur. Malory’s version of these stories had a toughness in the telling, a laconic quality of style compared to which Tennyson’s versification now seemed gushing. For Burne-Jones Sir Thomas Malory was the real thing.


Why did the Morte d’Arthur have so powerful an impact? Burne-Jones attempted to analyse the phenomenon later in his life, to put the cult of Arthur in a wider social context: 




To care as I care and as 3 or 4 others care one must have been born in the lull of things between the death of Keats and the first poems of Tennyson. There was some magic in the air then that made some people destined to go mad about the S. Grail.





Certainly Burne-Jones, born in 1833, was a child of the nostalgic chivalric revival that took Arthurianism as its key. The Arthurian knight, brave, virtuous and glamorous, was taken as the symbol for a movement to revive the moral fibre of the nation. The medievalist movement was not simply a literary one but spread through art and architecture, interior decoration and collecting. This was a time at which important collections of armour and medieval weapons were amassed, some of them brought out and put to use in the notorious Eglinton Tournament of 1839. A quasi-Arthurian revival of ideas of upholding the honour of the country was a political theme as appealing to the Radicals as to the Tories. A Tory faction called Young England was invented by the almost unbelievably Arthurian young Lord John Manners in 1842. Burne-Jones and his Oxford circle had indeed inherited a strong tradition of picturesque reformative idealism, a natural feeling for Arthurianism sharpened by their rediscovery of Malory himself. Burne-Jones further reworked and amplified the legends in a way that became almost a life’s work. He knew his Malory by heart and surprised his later friends by the way he could ‘roll out pages from the Morte d’Arthur at almost any length’.


Merlin being tempted by an all too irresistible Nimuë; the tragic histrionics of Tristram and Iseult; the Arthurian knights being armed and waved away on their quest by the ladies of Camelot; the dream of Sir Launcelot slumped in exhaustion at the entrance to the Chapel of the Holy Grail. Burne-Jones pondered and reinvented these strange narratives, making them his own in his drawings, paintings, tapestries and his and William Morris’s illustrated books. The Arthurian legends were, to him, not just material to draw on but had a profound significance. They acted as a kind of spiritual signpost, as he once acknowledged to his great friend Frances Horner when she was about to go and live in Glastonbury, prime Arthurian country: ‘Nothing was ever like Morte d’Arthur – I don’t mean any one book or any one poem, something that can never be written I mean, and can never go out of the heart.’




*





It had been expected that Burne-Jones would stay at Oxford until June of the next year and take his degree. However, he did not. After Christmas 1855 he drifted gradually away from the university without discussing his intentions with his father and without claiming the money from the Oxford exhibition he had now been granted. He later explained that he had been too ashamed. William Morris too had now left Exeter, having taken a pass degree, and he had entered the offices of the Victorian Gothic architect G. E. Street, who was then based in Oxford, as an architectural trainee.


Burne-Jones now gravitated towards London. How much had this to do with the letter he received from John Ruskin soon after he arrived to stay with his ever welcoming little Aunt Keturah in Camberwell? Ruskin wrote to acknowledge the copy of the January issue of The Oxford and Cambridge Magazine that Burne-Jones had sent him. Burne-Jones was overwhelmed by this direct communication from his hero, writing to Crom Price:




I’m not Ted any longer, I’m not E. C. B. Jones now – I’ve dropped my personality – I’m a correspondent with RUSKIN, and my future title is ‘the man who wrote to Ruskin and got an answer by return’.





This was maybe overdoing things. But what is certain is that E. C. B. Jones, the boy from Birmingham, was to alter fundamentally in his ambitions and indeed in his appearance over the next few years.
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