
		
			[image: 9781529409499.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			Also by Suzanne Fagence Cooper

			Pre-Raphaelite Art in the Victoria and Albert Museum

			Effie Gray

			To See Clearly: Why Ruskin Matters

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			This ebook published in 2022 by Quercus.

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			Copyright © Suzanne Fagence Cooper 2022

			 

			The moral right of Suzanne Fagence Cooper to

			be identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library

			 

			HB ISBN 978 1 52940 948 2

			Ebook ISBN 978 1 52940 949 9

			 

			Picture credits, by chapter:

			1, 5, 7, 11 © Victoria and Albert Museum, London; 2 © National Portrait Gallery;

			3 © Samuel Lasner Collection, University of Delaware; 4 © National Gallery of Ireland;

			6 © National Portrait Gallery; 8, Notes © The Trustees of the British Museum;

			10 © William Morris Gallery, Walthamstow; 12 © British Library; 13 © William Morris Society, London;

			14 © de Morgan Collection

			 

			Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders.

			However, the publishers will be glad to rectify in future

			editions any inadvertent omissions brought to their attention.

			 

			Quercus Editions Ltd hereby exclude all liability to the extent

			permitted by law for any errors or omissions in this book and for any loss,

			damage or expense (whether direct or indirect) suffered by a

			third party relying on any information contained in this book.

			 

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			www.quercusbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			

			For our girls

		

	
		
			 

			Contents

			How we Might Live

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			 

			How We Might Live

			Epping Forest, 1834–1852

			Oxford, 1853–1856

			Red Lion Square, 1856–1859

			Oxford, 1857–1859

			Red House, 1860

			Red House 2, 1861–1865

			Queen Square, 1865–1871

			Iceland, 1871

			Turnham Green, 1872–1878

			Italy, 1877–1878

			Hammersmith, 1878–1883

			The Coach House, 1883–1890

			Into the Garden, 1890–1896

			Wanderings, 1897–1914

			Recipes from Kelmscott

			Acknowledgements

			Notes

		

	
		
			Preface

			How We Might Live

			‘A sanded floor and white-washed walls, and the green trees and flowering meads and living waters outside’1

			 

			William Morris valued the simplicity of life. With his wife Jane, he hoped to create a home where children and guests could flow easily from restful rooms to a fruitful garden. As he told a friend, ‘the house that would please me would be some great room, where one talked to one’s friends in one corner, and ate in another, and slept in another, and worked in another’.2 A home, for William, was a creative and sociable space, like the handsome gathering halls described in his late questing novels.

			After their marriage in 1859, William and Jane worked together to craft their delightful domestic spaces. They welcomed friends and fellow artists, encouraged them to talk and dream and rest. The tale of ‘Morris & Company’ began in the early 1860s with conversations around their dining table. Many of the famous wallpapers and textiles were collaborative efforts, begun in Jane and William’s garden, or by their fireside. But all too often, Jane herself has been written out of the stories that flourished as the family filled their homes with beautiful things and imaginative people. Jane’s life was just as radical and inventive as William’s. She was skilled, opinionated and capable of extraordinary personal transformations.

			And yet we see, just days after his death, that Jane was pushed to one side. In descriptions of William’s funeral, she was overlooked or effaced. One mourner remembered her clearly, wrapped in a great cloak, standing beside her husband’s grave. However, when we turn to the official account by William’s first biographer, we are presented with a very different image: ‘at the head of the grave, Sir Edward Burne-Jones, the closest and the first friend of all, stood and saw a great part of his life lowered into earth’.3 It is as if Jane herself is merely a ghostly figure, barely visible, not worth mentioning. In this version of events, William’s home life and his long, complicated marriage seem less important than his male comradeship, his art and poetry.

			Why should this matter? What can we learn if we bring Jane back into focus, travelling alongside William as a pioneer in the art of living well, living differently? We begin to see the networks of women around Jane, as they work together. We can watch them developing partnerships, sharing their experiences and skills. We hear familiar accounts of artists, their studios and designs, from the viewpoint of the women who were always there, busy, aware. They are no longer simply labelled as wives or models, but become visible as individuals. This change in perspective helps us to understand the radical nature of the Morris household. It was a home where conventional distinctions – between work and play, the leisured and servant classes, public and private spaces, men and women – could be reimagined. And Jane was not just a passive observer of William’s experiments in homemaking. She was thoughtful and engaged. Even as a very young woman, she embraced her opportunities to be hospitable, as she kept open house for painters and poets. In later life, Jane was admired as an ‘enchanting head of a household. Whether she carved the mutton or cut the hair of the family’, their home was ‘tuned all the time with that delicious laugh which one never forgets’.4

			For a century it has been almost impossible to hear Jane’s own voice and laughter. We know her face very well from paintings and photographs. But her words have been scattered, until now. It is thanks to the exceptional work of Jan Marsh and Frank C. Sharp that we can read Jane’s correspondence and begin to reconstruct her distinctive way of looking at the world. In 2012, they published The Collected Letters of Jane Morris after more than a decade of research. Jane emerges from her writings, no longer the silent figure of the Pre-Raphaelite portraits, but someone hopeful and industrious, a woman who forged long-lasting friendships. She was intellectually curious and unexpectedly funny.

			As we read Jane’s letters, we hear the affection within her circle, the shared memories and jokes. In particular, we notice that William is often called by his pet-name ‘Topsy’, and Jane is mostly ‘Janey’. It is how they usually signed themselves. This raises a question: how should we refer to them now? The diminutives bring them closer, but seem informal, even patronising. William, in his professional guise, was known as simply ‘Morris’. But that leaves Jane. Most people, beyond their close friends, would have known her as Mrs Morris. However, before she was William’s wife, she was Jane Burden, daughter of a stable-hand and a laundress, living in a down-at-heel quarter of Oxford. So, for the present, they shall be Jane and William, on equal terms.

			Through their writings, and the things they made and shared, we can follow the path of their lives. We begin at the green edges of London, in William’s childhood home, and move through the cobbled streets of Oxford, then out to a peaceful backwater of the Thames at Kelmscott Manor. At every stage, Jane and William tried to create wholehearted, practical refuges from the strife and wearisomeness of modern life. For both of them, the garden was an essential part of home, and they made beautiful outdoor havens wherever they lived. Each spring was an adventure. Jane wrote from Italy, later in life: ‘They tell me that flowers are coming up in the garden, and blossom on fruit trees.’5 That would sweeten her homecoming. This sense of possibility, of new growth, of fruitfulness was woven through all their schemes for their life together.

			Their gardens were also productive. Jane and William could find shade beneath a mulberry tree, or tell their friends about the ripen­ing strawberries. Their first house in Kent was set in the middle of an orchard. In old age, Jane liked to send visitors on their way with a jar of her homemade quince jelly. She and William relished family feasts. Even in the earliest days at Red House, their friends – Philip Webb, Edward and Georgiana Burne-Jones, Lizzie Siddall and Gabriel Rossetti, Emma and Ford Madox Brown – met for weekends of chatter and decorating. Happy in his new home, William would load the dresser with armfuls of wine bottles. Jane planned picnics and suppers, and made sure there were beds for all. (The young poet Swinburne was only small and could sleep on the sofa.)

			We can even look over Jane’s shoulder to read her recipe notebook. At Kelmscott Manor, Jane and then her daughter May wrote out dozens of family favourites. On one sheet, there is a tried-and-tested method for orange marmalade; on another, the careful instructions for a gingerbread cake. They reflect the practical pleasures of running an orderly household. As William wrote, ‘The true secret of happiness lies in taking a genuine interest in all the details of daily life.’6

			* 

			Running alongside the cheerful domesticity, we find another important thread: after her marriage, Jane’s house always doubled as a showroom for William’s business. The family never entirely escaped the realities of buying and selling. Jane and her daughters, her sister and her friends were all part of the team working from home to produce textiles for sale in William’s shop. There were looms and kilns and apprentices in her back yard. This intimate relationship between work and family life helped to shape William’s revolutionary response to the divisions he saw in Victorian society. Jane had grown up in poverty, and knew the daily struggles at first hand. When William became an employer and craftsman himself, he felt compelled to speak out, to use his privileged position to agitate for change.

			In his lecture of 1885, ‘How we live & How we might live’, William outlined his hopes for better livelihoods for all. He acknowledged the iniquities of a capitalist, commercially driven society. He also recognised his own responsibilities as a factory owner. He insisted that it was possible to reconfigure the way we live; everyone should have access to healthcare and education, time to explore their talents, opportunities to travel and work overseas. He believed that truly labour-saving machines could transform our working lives. And that fresh air, books and time spent in nature were essential to a decent life. He worried about wastefulness and ‘shoddy wares’. Above all, he hoped that ‘the material surroundings of my life should be pleasant, generous and beautiful’.7

			This change began in their own home. It was a microcosm of the deeper social adjustments that Jane and William were both seeking. The Morris family worked through their own troubles, but did so with remarkable generosity. William and Jane’s marriage was tested by infidelity, and the chronic illness of their daughter Jenny. There were times of sadness and dislocation. Still, these sufferings were resolved kindly. In their London home, poets and political firebrands often sat side-by-side at supper. We can hear the fierce discussions, the explosive tempers. And yet, under Jane’s roof, there was always space for careful, quiet designing, for embroidery and calligraphy.

			William himself was constantly trying out new ideas, writing, drawing, weaving, talking. Sometimes it was hard for Jane to keep pace with him when he was ablaze with enthusiasm about a new project. It was then that all her resourcefulness, all her patience was most keenly valued by her family and friends. But it can be hard for us to keep her quiet presence in view. Jane’s experience is all too easily obscured by the bolder, more energetic career of her husband. There are many gaps in her life-story. We know very little, for example, about her upbringing in a cramped corner of Oxford, and what she might have been, had she not agreed to model for William’s friends. We can only sketch out, in the broadest terms, her life before she was seventeen.

			This is in stark contrast to the rich seams of information we have about William and all his doings. We can trace his movements as a boy, look into his student rooms and reconstruct his bachelor lodgings. All these early places are carefully recorded. His friends knew, even before he married, that William was extraordinary, that he was worth watching. Burne-Jones tried to take stock of William’s life, after a friendship lasting forty years. He summed up the exhilaration of being close to such a man:

			 

			When I first knew Morris nothing would content him but being a monk, and then he must be an architect, but when I came to London and began to paint, he threw it all up and must paint too, and then he must give it up and make poems, and then he must give it up and make window hangings and pretty things, and when he had achieved that he must be poet again, and then he must learn dyeing and lived in a vat and learned weaving and knew all about looms, and then made more books and learned tapestry, and then wanted to smash everything up and begin the world anew, and now it is printing he cares for and to make wonderful rich-looking books: and all things he does splendidly: and if he lives the printing will have an end, and he will do, I don’t know what, but every minute will be alive.8

			 

			For now, we will go back to William’s beginnings. We can meet him in his childhood home, in the days before he dreamed of dyeing and printing or had ever seen a girl like Jane.

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Epping Forest, 1834–1852
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			William Morris reading, photograph by Emery Walker, 1884, V&A Museum

		

	
		
			 

			The boy was sitting on the window seat, looking out across the wide lawn towards the moat. Books and papers were scattered beside him. This was a delightful, in-between place to write and think – perched on the half-landing, lit by the tall arched window. But he was concentrating on the greens and blues beyond the glass, the bright leaves and summer clouds reflected in the quiet water. It was May 1852, and young William Morris was supposed to be preparing for his Oxford University entrance exam. The sound of his brothers splashing across to their little wooded island interrupted his studies and drew him outside. He picked up a satchel and fishing rod as he hurried out of the garden door. Then he strode off across the parkland towards the river.

			The Morris family had moved to Water House in Walthamstow after the sudden death of William’s father in 1847. It was a sturdy, symmetrical gentleman’s residence on the north-east edge of London, built of yellowish brick and stucco around 1750. For William, the kitchen gardens, tangled woodland and meadows behind the house more than made up for its dull façade. And he was only a mile away from open countryside and the River Lea. The Essex marshlands were not grand or picturesque, but William loved them for their low-key beauty, and their melancholy. Walking along the riverbank, he felt ‘a strange balance between joy and sadness’. This was the perfect landscape for a thoughtful young man, especially one who felt torn between his longing for history and storytelling, and his yearning to watch ‘the little brook, every ripple of its waters over the brown stones, every line of the broad-leaved water flowers’. In one of his own tales, he remembered how he knelt on the bank, and ‘gathered a knot of lush marsh-marigolds . . . my wet hand and flowers marking the dust’ on the road home.1 These small pleasures of the English countryside – the winding streams, the wildflowers, the overhanging willows – formed the backdrop to William’s imaginative world. They resurfaced in his pattern-making and the borders of his books, and they found their way into his poems. Later, they became signs of homecoming for his questing heroes. Whether he was drawing or writing, or dreaming of his next fishing expedition, William was acutely aware of the natural beauties close at hand.

			* 

			Water House is the only one of William Morris’s childhood homes that still stands. It is now a museum dedicated to his life and legacy. The long garden with its moated island is preserved as a public park, but the open spaces around have been lost under the inexorable suburban sprawl. Although he later became a strong campaigner to protect threatened buildings, William showed no interest in saving his birthplace, Elm House, or Woodford Hall, the mansion where he spent most of his boyhood. His family moved there in 1840, when he was six years old. He valued these houses for their associations, for the books he read, the games he played outdoors, the rhythms of the seasons in the garden, the feasts held on Twelfth Night, and the security he enjoyed ‘when I was a little chap’.2 But he did not value the buildings themselves. They were conventional, uninspiring, prosperous, rather like his parents.

			William was born on 24 March 1834, and was the eldest surviving son of William Morris and Emma (née Shelton). His two older sisters, Emma and Henrietta, loomed large in his boyhood memories. Then, after a gap of three years, came his four younger brothers, Stanley, Rendall, Arthur and Edgar, and two more sisters, Isabella, and lastly Alice who lived until 1942. When he was small, William seems to have kept himself apart from the rough and tumble of the other boys, preferring to stay close to the big girls and their governess. He claimed that he learnt to read when he was little more than a toddler, and to have worked his way through Walter Scott’s novels by the time he was seven. This may sound outrageous, but many children of his generation grew up listening to Scott read aloud. William also seems to have been more than usually sheltered by his mother, who feared that his health was delicate. Emma Morris had lost her first-born son Charles when he was four days old. So she made a fuss of William, encouraging his bookishness, and feeding him up with calf’s-foot jelly and beef tea.3 In later life, he was susceptible to debilitating gout and rheumatic fever, long periods of ill-health that seemed at odds with William’s vigorous physicality and wildness. But he was never quite as robust as his friends liked to believe.

			William’s earliest years were spent in a largely female household, cared for by his mother, his sisters, nurses and maids. His father barely figured in William’s recollections of his childhood. After his death, William pushed hard against the shadow of his father and all he stood for. William chose to live his own life differently, both as a businessman and as a parent. But it was his father’s success in the City that enabled William to enjoy the parkland and waterways, the piles of books and the unhurried adventures of his boyhood. It was also thanks to his father that William first saw Canterbury Cathedral. He later said it felt as if the gates of heaven had been opened to him.4 After the small-scale churches of the Essex marshes, Canterbury was a revelation. William carried his love of the Gothic – its multi-layered, soaring, colourful, transformative visions – to the end of his days. This was a gift from father to son.

			William Morris Senior also made sure that his son would live the comfortable life of a gentleman. His family had no money worries: the bills would be paid, the servants would be on hand, their home would be roomy and warm. Young William needn’t earn his living by getting his hands dirty, or by becoming entangled in trade. His father’s excellent investments would support them all. In due course, his son might become a clergyman, or perhaps follow him into the banking business.

			This was the contradiction at the heart of young William’s life, the founding fact that underpinned all his later choices. The Morris family were rich. William could take risks, knowing he had a safety net. He could spend money on pictures and holidays, he could marry a girl without a dowry, he could commission his own house, to his own taste, and furnish it with new and lovely things. All this was possible because he had money. And the source of that money was about as far removed as could be, from the riverbanks of his home or the sublime vaulted spaces of Canterbury. William’s father had made his fortune in mining. His wealth was tainted. It was tarnished by the darkness, the pollution, the hot, cramped working conditions of the men who blasted and dug for copper in the West Country.

			William Morris Senior was a financial middle-man, a bill broker who raised funds for new ventures. In the early 1840s, he and his brothers invested in new mines on the Duke of Bedford’s land in the Tamar valley. Their shares in Devon Great Consols rose swiftly in value. One of the mines was named Wheal Emma after William’s mother. This was a very successful speculation, one that had implications for the whole family. The Morrises could afford to live in magnificent style. They moved from the restrained gentility of Elm House to the grandeur of Woodford Hall.

			Here William and his little brothers could explore their own fifty-acre park, hang around the pigsties and stables, hunt for eggs, pluck peaches from the espaliered fruit trees. And there were ‘large blue plums which grew on the wall beyond the sweet-herb patch’.5 His boyhood world was generous, filled with delights, spacious and safe. As William later described it, he was brought up first by his nurses, and then by the ‘grooms and gardeners’.6 His parents seemed very much in the background. His memories of those days were stored in scent and touch. They were out-of-doors experiences, at dusk, or on the edges of the household. He tended a little garden of his own, turning over the soil. He embedded his hands-on experience deeper into his consciousness by learning the names and shapes of plants, spending hours poring over the illustrations in a copy of John Gerard’s Herball (published 1597). The simplified drawings of flowers and leaves made a lasting impression on him.

			Many years later, William recalled how, ‘To this day, when I smell a may-tree I think of going to bed by daylight.’7 The gardens were full of hiding places and messy corners. They were a refuge, a space to learn about how things flourished or decayed. This is where his imagination could grow too – not in the drawing room, but in the orchards and shrubberies and vegetable plots. In one striking passage, written in his unpublished Novel on Blue Paper, William vividly described a troubled young man escaping from an unhappy house, into the kitchen garden. ‘In after days,’ he wrote, ‘he could never smell the mixed scent of the tool-house, with its bast mats and earthy roots and herbs, in a hot summer evening’, without reliving the emotions, ‘every word spoken and gesture made, coming up clear into his memory’. The young man in the story grabs a garden fork, and heads for the ‘melon-ground where the worm-populated old dung-heaps were’.8 This is William’s characteristic voice. He mingles the very ordinary – the rough textures and smells of a garden shed – with unsettling, almost hallucinatory images. Moving among the currant bushes, under a ‘low moon, yellowing through the windless summer night’, the figure in the garden ‘startled the blackbirds out of their roosts in the thick leaves’. He was happier outdoors, looking at the ‘light that the just lit-up house threw over the dewy lawn’.9 We can almost see William savouring the night-time sounds and scents, and reluctant to step back into the busy house.

			Many memories of his boyhood are framed in this way. They are glimpses of something mysterious, wild or tantalising in the world beyond his mother’s reach. William came to recognise that there was skill in being able to ‘manage a house . . . and to do it so that all the house-mates about her look pleased and are grateful to her’.10 It must have been his mother who maintained domestic order at Woodford Hall. It was a complex, almost pre-modern establishment, nearly self-sufficient. Meat, butter, eggs, nuts, fruit and vegetables were all produced on the estate. Emma Morris oversaw the many indoor and outdoor staff; she took responsibility for the home brewing and baking. She organised the Masque of St George as the culmination of their Christmas festivities, and ensured that her growing children were given their mid-morning snack of small beer, cheese and cake. William remembered the cake especially. It was ‘nicer than anything of the kind he had ever tasted since’.11 And yet, the most vibrant recollections of his childhood were the moments of escape, into the woods, out along the river.

			William’s parents gave him a suit of armour and a small Shetland pony. These gifts seem almost too good to be true – like the magical helmet or shield offered by goddesses in a myth, guiding the hero towards his destiny. The image of little William dressed as a knight, trotting into the ancient forest, comes wonderfully close to the opening lines of a fairy tale. And yet, this is how he spent his early years; clattering around like a miniature Galahad, and exploring the ancient untamed woodland beyond the estate. William’s garden backed on to Epping Forest. Here the young boy could think himself back into an older world, where the pull of the city was no longer felt. Here was birdsong, deep shade and soft mossy green. To a child the forest seemed vast, stretching over eight miles from its southern tip near the back gate of Woodford Hall to the northern outposts, beyond Theydon Bois and Bell Common.

			Epping Forest was a remnant of an almost-forgotten way of life. It was both eerie and productive. The great trees – hornbeams and beeches – seemed strangely misshapen. But these odd forms were created by centuries of pollarding. Their branches had been lopped off for timber, leaving them gnarled and knobbly. The wood was harvested, as part of a cycle of cutting and regrowth that had persisted for generations. William was one of the last to see the forest in its medieval form, as a useful space, a sustainably managed resource. By the 1870s, the trees were ‘protected’ from pollarding by the City of London Corporation who had stewardship of the land. But this protection also meant that Epping was saved from the onslaught of speculative building. This was William’s heartland. Looking back, many years later, he wrote about the forest of his boyhood: ‘In those days, it had no more foes than the gravel stealer and the rolling fence maker and was always interesting and always beautiful.’12

			William was under no illusion that Epping was a pristine landscape. As unenclosed common land, it was valued by the less well-off. The forest was a source of firewood, a place to raise pigs perhaps, and also a welcome respite for Londoners from the City or the East End. As one writer from the early 1850s explained, the forests of Epping and Hainault were ‘the lungs of Whitechapel and Spitalfields’. Throughout the summer, they were invaded by ‘joyous holiday-makers’ who had saved a penny a week for their outing. They roamed the woodlands, and picnicked. They arranged ‘friendly foot-races and jumping-matches, and leap-frogging and blackberrying, and foot-balling’ and dancing.13 At times, parts of the forest became a playground, noisy and littered and trampled. But the day-trippers only scuffed the surface. William had learnt to navigate the strange depths of the ‘noble trees’ and ‘endless sinuous avenues’.14 It was ‘the biggest hornbeam wood in these islands, and I suppose in the world’ and he knew it ‘yard by yard from Wanstead to the Theydons, and from Hale End to the Fairlop Oak’.15

			There were mysteries hidden beneath the trees. On his pony, William travelled miles in an afternoon. He could climb the ramparts of the great earthwork of Ambresbury Banks. This Iron Age hillfort was evidence of an even deeper history, a clearing created before the woods took hold. In places the banks were over two metres high, encircling an eleven-acre enclosure. Here, close at hand, William could run over and through a pre-Roman structure. He could see the grand scale of the site, maybe ask questions about who built it, and how they lived. In local legend, Ambresbury was where Boudicca made her last stand. William was gathering ideas about alternative communities. The tribes of the North country, their homesteads, their resilience, lived long in his imagination. They came to the fore again nearly fifty years later, when he wrote The House of the Wolfings and his fantasy novels. To William, it seemed that the smoke of their hearth-fires had never entirely drifted away.

			If he turned his pony’s head towards Chingford instead, young William reached another site that kindled his love of old places. In one of his lectures, he remembered visiting ‘the Greate Standinge’, a hunting lodge built for Henry VIII in 1542. It was a relic of the days when only the monarch had the right to hunt the deer that lived in the forest and pastures of Epping. The ailing king still relished the excitement of the chase but could no longer ride himself. So he watched from this grandstand as his courtiers and hounds pursued the harts and hinds. His daughter, Queen Elizabeth, also enjoyed the swift, bloody sport. She ordered the building to be made more weather-tight. For William, there was something wonderful about the strange little structure, alone on the edge of the forest. The views from its upper windows were vast. Like the queen, he could look out across the open ground and the treetops.

			But it was the atmosphere inside that upper room that mattered more. This was one of the resonant spaces of his childhood. He carried it with him almost like a talisman – a sensory impression of how a room should feel or smell, how the light should fall, how the floorboards should sound, and above all, how it should be dressed with textiles. He was still thinking about it in 1882, when he wrote, ‘how well I remember as a boy my first acquaintance with a room hung with faded greenery at Queen Elizabeth’s Lodge . . . (I wonder what has become of it now), and the impression of romance that it made upon me.’ William’s desire to use tapestries or textile hangings ‘to turn our chamber walls into . . . a summer garden’ sprang from these moments of quiet looking and slow breathing, in the royal lodge at Chingford Hatch.16

			* 

			William’s peaceful childhood wanderings were interrupted. At nine years old, he was sent to school. His first formal lessons were at the Misses Arundale’s Academy for Young Gentlemen. Still, he was able to ride home on his pony at the end of the day. A couple of years later, however, he was made to board, even though his preparatory school was only a mile or two from home. His parents probably believed they were doing their best for him, sending him away to become a young gentleman. William saw it differently; they ‘did as all right people do, shook off the responsibility of my education as soon as they could; handing me over . . . to a boy farm’.17 He did not even come home for weekends. On Sundays, William could see his family across the aisle in church but was not allowed to speak to them. This was a harsh, unhappy change. And all his energy, his perceptiveness counted for nothing, when he could not spell correctly. He was forced to stand on a chair in front of the other boys, in his stockinged feet, as a punishment for his spelling mistakes. As he later said, the main thing he learnt at school was ‘rebellion’.

			The upheavals worsened. In early September 1847, William’s father died unexpectedly.18 He was only fifty. William was fourteen. He was already separated by his schooling from the stability of home. And, to make matters harder, his father’s death was bound up with a crisis in his banking business. Barely a week after William Morris Senior died, his firm appeared to be on the verge of collapse, and suspended trading. It is not clear how these events were linked – did worries about the impending failure trigger his unexpected death? Or did the business need his guiding hand to stay afloat? Whatever the circumstances, the loss of his father’s income, as a managing partner, and his capital – with liabilities of over £2 million to be resolved – came as a heavy blow to young William and his family. Now only the investments in their mining shares were safe. Emma Morris and her nine children, and her large household at Woodford Hall, were entirely reliant on their interest in the Devon copper mines.

			William’s ability to grieve, to understand the decisions that were being made at home, to weather the turbulence – these were all undermined because he was sent away. He felt disconnected from his mother and sisters. In later years, he described that time in brisk, unemotional terms: ‘My father died in 1847 a few months before I went to Marlborough.’ His family were still, as he put it, ‘left very well off’.19 But Marlborough College was no haven for a thoughtful, fidgety boy. It was a ‘new and rough school’, opened only five years earlier.20 The classes were chaotic and overfull, and often ill disciplined, despite the regular thrashings of boys with the cane or the birch. There was no privacy.

			William boarded in A-house, a newly built block, laid out like a prison, ‘a three-storey iron structure with a great well in the centre, rising to the skylight, the only source of daylight’.21 It was an ideal place to torture small boys, by dangling them over the banisters. William did not often talk about his years there. He simply said, ‘I had a hardish time of it, as chaps who have brains and feelings generally do at school.’22 He was an odd boy: ‘he mooned and talked to himself’, and worked obsessively with his hands, making fishing nets.23

			He was saved by his appetite for reading and storytelling, and for his willingness to explore the landscape outside the grounds. In school hours, William immersed himself in history and ancient languages. And he escaped whenever he could. He spent half-holidays rambling across the Wiltshire downs, finding paths through the forest of Savernake, searching for wildflowers and snail shells on Silbury Hill. As he explained later, the school was ‘in a very beautiful country, thickly scattered over with prehistoric monuments, and I set myself eagerly to studying these and everything else that had any history in it, and so perhaps learned a good deal’.24

			His three years at Marlborough were not wasted. It was here, as a very young man, that he saw the rich possibilities of multi-layered knowledge. This became his characteristic way of doing things – a combination of erudition and practical skills that was transformational in his later endeavours. Here William began drawing together his book-learning and his hands-on understanding of the countryside and buildings. In April 1849, for example, he saw the stone circles at Avebury for the first time. He was perplexed by the layout of the ancient structures, and wanted to decode the ‘Druidical circle and Roman entrenchment which encircle the town’. He tried to find out more about the strange stones in the school library that evening. The very next day, he went back to Avebury ‘and then I was able to understand how they had been fixed’.25 He wanted to get to grips with the practicalities of making the place, as well as its complex meanings, as a ritual site, a gathering space for thousands of years.

			On this expedition, his focus was constantly moving from the land to the man-made, and back to the land again. William was already able to ‘read’ the details of a Gothic church with a trained eye. He could see how the building had changed over time – noting that it ‘had four little spires on it of the decorated order’, while inside the porch was ‘a beautiful Norman doorway loaded with mouldings’. ‘The chancel’, by contrast, ‘was new and paved with tessellated pavement’.26 His description is precise, acknowledging the particular beauty of each phase.

			After fixing Avebury church in his mind, William moved on to the next wonder, ‘a water meadow up to our knees in water’. Again, he was keen to understand how the meadows were made. He told his sister Emma that ‘You must fancy a field cut through with an infinity of small streams say about four feet wide each . . . the grass being very long you cannot see the water till you are in the water and floundering in it.’27 He wanted her to see the irrigation system – its purpose, the way it could be turned on and off. But his letter also conveyed the sensation, the fun, of stumbling through a maze of wet grass. Only a handful of William’s letters survive from his school days. They show his mind hard at work, collecting and piecing together shards of information, about the past and the present, about buildings and growing things, birds’ eggs, silkworms. He wanted to share with his sister the joyous sound of boys singing the anthem in chapel at Easter. He was sad that he had not been allowed home for the Easter holidays. And here another tone creeps in. Going home ‘was not to be, and it is no good either to you or to me to say any horrid stale arguments about being obliged to go to school for of course we know all about that’.28 William was sent away because he was a boy. Emma could stay at home because she was a girl. This was the hardest lesson. Evidently, they had both tried to change their mother’s mind, urged her to let her eldest son live within the family. But their mother had not relented. William felt cut adrift from his family.

			William’s letter showed his need for home comforts – ‘some cheese perhaps’, and he hoped Sarah the cook might ‘make me a good large cake, and I should like some biscuits, and will you also send me some paper and postage stamps’, so that he could write to his sisters.29 But home was no longer the house he had grown up in. Since his father’s death, William’s mother could no longer afford the expense of a mansion with fifty acres, with all the essential indoor and outdoor staff to keep the household running. She had moved the family out of Woodford Hall while William was away at school. The letter he sent Emma, after he heard about the change, is troubling. He no longer knew where home was: ‘You have not exactly described the situation of the house . . . I can’t understand which one you mean.’ Was it Mrs Clarke’s old house? Or the one next to it where William used to see ‘a whole legion of greyhounds Scotch, English and Italian, do you know the one I mean’. He knew it was ‘least of all our old house’.30 There is a sense of him scrabbling about in his mind for a place to latch on to, some house that might be called home.

			Despite his insecurity, William still longed to be back with his sisters and brothers. He was counting the days left of term: ‘It is only 7 weeks to the Holidays, there I go again! Just like me! Always harping on the Holidays. I am sure you must think me a great fool to be always thinking about home always, but I really can’t help it I don’t think it is my fault for there are such a lot of things I want to do and say and see.’31 He was weary and unable to express himself, to be himself. He would be confined in school for another two long winter months. William could not hide his homesickness. He was always thinking about home. Always.

			* 

			William’s time at Marlborough came to an abrupt end just before Christmas 1851. After years of inadequate teaching and harsh discipline, some of the boys staged a violent revolt against the staff. They stockpiled firecrackers and bags of gunpowder. The headmaster’s study was ransacked and his birch whips destroyed. Gangs of boys marched out of college: ‘tramp, tramp, tramp . . . eight abreast we doubled along the road heading into town, and woe to any obnoxious person whom we met’.32 The teachers flogged the ringleaders. But the insurrection continued.

			William carried his memory of these desperate days with him, far into manhood. Many years later, writing about a great fire at Cottons’ Wharf on the Thames in 1861, he said simply, ‘I always did hate fireworks’.33 And the violence he witnessed was not just between the students and teachers. It was also boys against boys, and rich against poor, as some pupils targeted local working-class people. William himself had learnt how to fight – or at least to resist – the school bullies. He developed his own idiosyncratic way to channel the hurt when he was teased for his tales of fairies and knights: ‘he would rush roaring – but only half angry – with his head down and his arms whirling wildly, at his tormentors’.34 This headlong rushing protected him, keeping the other boys at arm’s length. But the vicious beatings and aggressive gangs, the burning books and terrified younger boys – this student rebellion was rage on an institutional, impersonal scale.

			At Marlborough, William experienced the realities of revolution and reprisal: brutality, class conflict, fear and, running through it, the thrill of collective action, the possibility of changing the order of things. When he wrote about revolution in his later socialist works, he had some inkling of how it felt. He had seen the good and the ugly faces of uprising. In his utopian novel News From Nowhere, William imagined life on the far side of a social and political revolution. A visitor asks, ‘Did the change . . . come peacefully?’ and was it accomplished by ‘actual fighting with weapons? . . . or the strikes and lock-outs and starvation of which we have heard?’ The answer is ‘Both, both.’35 But William does not dwell on the details of how the change happened. It came down to individual responsibility and courage. As Fiona MacCarthy explained, ‘he was repelled by the movement of the mob’.36 At school he had seen that each boy could choose how to act, who to defy, who to support. Destructive violence only led to more violence. For Morris, the reason for revolution was to live more boldly, more imaginatively.

			* 

			After the revolution, William was able to settle into a peaceful, thoughtful period at home. This was his new home, at Water House in Walthamstow. The moated island in the back garden made up for the loss of Woodford Hall. And perched on the window seat, William could read, dream, plan another fishing expedition. It was a respite. He spent whole days with his books. He began to prepare for the next stage of his education as a gentleman. He hoped to study at Oxford, and to become a clergyman. His letters from Marlborough revealed that William had been deeply impressed by the High Church Anglican services in the school chapel – especially the choral singing, and the solace of regular ritual. As he said, ‘I thought it very beautiful’.37 This was the reason for his choice of profession. William was never overtly pious or evangelical in his faith. For him, the priesthood seemed a natural place to pursue his love of storytelling and rich history, through sermons and the care of ancient buildings. As a priest, he could keep the world slightly at arm’s length.

			The mid-1840s had been a time of turmoil for the Church of England. Many congregations were divided over the idea of reviving pre-Reformation customs. Some churchmen wanted to reintroduce rich ceremonial vestments, candles, flowers, incense, altar frontals and stained glass, all celebrating ‘the beauty of Holiness’. William and many of his generation were moved by the intense commitment of this movement within the church. The focus on art and poetry appealed to them as a way to rekindle faith. This resurgence of Anglo-Catholic churchmanship was known as the Oxford Movement, because so many of the leading clerics were preaching and teaching at the University. So it seemed the natural choice for William.

			In the spring of 1852, he was coached by a local tutor, Frederick Guy, in preparation for his entrance exam. He spent some weeks boarding with Guy, and other weeks at home. William knew that his time with his family was limited. His favourite sister, Emma, had married a curate and moved to Kent. He too would be going away again soon. The window seat was only a temporary resting place. In June he took his examination, and won a place at Exeter College, Oxford. And in January 1853, after an autumn of waiting, biding his time, William left home to begin his studies. The city, as he approached it, seemed ‘a vision of grey-roofed houses, and a long winding street and the sound of many bells’.38 It became his second home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Oxford, 1853–1856
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			There is a hushed space in the centre of Oxford. Beneath the stone vaults of New College cloister, ancient sculptures of kings and saints crumble and loom in darkened corners. Sunlight slants through the arches, catching the traceries that were being carved when Chaucer was writing his Canterbury Tales. Past and future feel different here. There is a sense of overlapping realities, as if we could reach back to find the answer to modern problems. The noise of the living town is muffled. Squabbles and shouts from the Turf Tavern, just over the wall, are barely heard. The cramped cottages of Bath Place and St Helen’s Passage, tucked behind the college, seem worlds apart from this cocooned space of green lawn and golden stone. While a working-class girl like Jane Burden cleans and stitches and earns her keep in Holywell Street, a few yards away, William Morris can retreat to this sheltered spot.

			William discovered his calling in Oxford, pacing around these cloisters with his friends – the medieval arcade became one of their ‘sacred places’. He hammered out his beliefs here, and on long walks through the cobbled streets, and across the meadows to Godstow Priory. He discussed ways to challenge the complacency of middle-class, Middle England, a complacency embodied by his father and mother. He would enlist in a ‘Crusade and Holy Warfare against the age’.1

			We catch a glimpse of the mood of the time in a Pre-Raphaelite portrait of an earnest young clergyman, standing in the shade of New College cloisters. Frowning slightly, his eyes are fixed on something just over our shoulder. Posed rather stiffly in his white surplice, he holds an old Bible, and seems to be pausing before he begins his work in the wide world.

			This clean-shaven, dark-haired young man is not William Morris. But he is the sort of man that William hoped to become when he started his studies in Oxford. The portrait of John David Jenkins, a newly ordained curate, was painted by William Holman Hunt in the summer of 1852, while William Morris was taking his entrance exams. Like Jenkins, William intended to be part of a new generation of priests, working alongside ‘his glorious little company of martyrs’.2 He would use his faith, his reading, his energy to open hearts to the beauty of holiness. And all the while, Jane and her sister Bessie could see only a life of service ahead. They would spend their days fetching and carrying for students like William – as the unobtrusive housekeepers who made it possible for the men to read and talk, to weave their grand plans.

			* 

			During his time at Oxford, William was constantly moving rooms, rarely settling in one space for more than a few terms. Everything around him was also in a state of flux. His chosen college, Exeter, was being rebuilt throughout the 1850s – old rooms torn down, a new faux-Gothic chapel erected in the Front Quad. William was assailed by noise, dust, a sense of impermanence, a fear that the medieval wonders of the city were disappearing before his eyes. The college was bursting out beyond its fourteenth-century boundaries. It had to build new accommodation because there were simply not enough rooms for all the new undergraduates. William could not take up his place in the autumn of 1852 because Exeter was full. And even when he did begin his degree in January 1853, the problem had not been resolved. William was constantly shifting his books and papers from one place to another. He was expected to work in a study in town during the day, but sleep in college every night: his bed was squeezed into the small third room of a senior student’s set. It was all very unsatisfactory, grudging and inconvenient.

			The older colleges like Exeter and New had been established to house undergraduates and Fellows, following the model of the great monasteries. The young men would come together every day for meals in the refectory or hall, and services in the chapel. They would have their own set of rooms – a study and bedroom – where they could work on their Latin and Greek, in preparation for taking Holy Orders. College servants, known as scouts, would bring hot water for washing, sweep out and lay the fires, clear away slops. It was an exclusively masculine environment. Fellows could not marry, and students had to stay in college overnight. Within the college walls, the young men were able to focus on their reading and lectures. They were in seclusion, shielded from the realities of day-to-day life. Outside, on Broad Street, were pubs like the ‘Dog and Partridge’, the ‘North Star’ and the ‘White Horse’. There was a small iron foundry, and rows of shops: grocers and tea dealers, milliners and bootmakers, confectioners and tobacconists, an eco-system of making, selling and buying.3 But inside, the undergraduates could steep themselves in theological debate, poetry and ancient languages.

			William went up to Oxford at a moment of change, when the quasi-monastic structures were being dismantled. The University was modernising, growing, adapting to the new age of steam trains and Darwin. When William arrived, ‘the common street architecture was still largely that of the fifteenth century’ and ‘on all sides, except where it touched the railway, the city came to an end abruptly . . . and you came suddenly upon meadows’.4 Yet, by the end of the 1850s, the look and feel of Oxford had altered significantly. This was especially true for the area around Exeter on Broad Street. The architect George Gilbert Scott was hard at work, fashioning a new library and a new frontage for the college. In the process, William’s old rooms were demolished – a tidy version of the Gothic, replacing the original higgledy-piggledy medieval buildings.

			William Morris had finally moved into college in Michaelmas term 1853. His rooms were tucked between the Rector’s Lodgings and the old stables, in a collection of buildings known as Hell Quad. Little had changed there since a plan of Exeter was drawn by David Loggan in 1675. Loggan’s print showed this corner of the college, with its jumble of windows and attics, tiny staircases and high walls. The entrance to the quadrangle was through an archway known as Purgatory. This led into a garden – ‘a little open space with trees’.5 William’s rooms looked out over the tops of ‘the tumbly old buildings, gable-roofed and pebble-dashed’.6

			William had spent his childhood in the crisp symmetry of Georgian houses. His school was a modern monstrosity, designed for surveillance. For a young man who had grown up with the romance of the Waverley novels, who had fallen under the spell of the tangles of Epping Forest, these rooms were a wonder. At last, here, in Hell Quad, he was able to enjoy the organic disorder of a medieval building. His rooms encouraged exploration, privacy, informality. One of his friends described the delightful strangeness of their lodgings: ‘Little dark passages led from the staircase to the sitting rooms.’ There were ‘a couple of steps to go down, a pace or two, and then three steps to go up: your face was banged by the door.’ And then ‘inside the room, a couple of steps up to a seat in the window, and a couple of steps down into the bedroom’.7 (This was all very quaint, but the ups and downs must have been tiresome for the scout, carrying trays or hot water cans.)

			William Morris had rooms on the same staircase as his great friend Edward Burne-Jones. They had met during their entrance exams in the summer of 1852 and their close partnership persisted for over forty years. In their first weeks at Oxford, they went on ‘angry walks together in the afternoons and sat together in the evenings reading’. Burne-Jones recalled his friend’s ‘vehemence’.8 He described William as ‘slight in figure in those days; his hair was dark brown and very thick, his nose straight, by his eyes hazel-coloured, his mouth exceedingly delicate and beautiful’. In later years, William’s mouth and eyes were often hidden by his mass of hair and beard – which grew so vigorously that his undergraduate friends christened him ‘Topsy’.9

			Together William and Ned Burne-Jones explored their new surroundings, taking advantage of their independence from home. ‘Oxford is a glorious place,’ Burne-Jones announced, ‘Godlike! At night I have walked round the colleges under the full moon, and thought it would be heaven to live and die here.’10 They made jokes about ordering twelve dozen bottles of Madeira, three dozen of claret, and two dozen more of champagne. But this was far beyond the means of William’s new friend. Unlike Morris, Burne-Jones was not wealthy. His father was an unsuccessful picture-frame dealer from Birmingham; his mother died when he was born, and he was an only child. Burne-Jones’s upbringing was smaller in scale, more pinched in every way. His boyhood was hemmed in by the insistent noise, commerce and squalor of an industrial city.

			Burne-Jones was saved by his schooling. He had moved into the Classics class at King Edward’s School, and was able to set his sights on Oxford and ordination. Several of his school-fellows were already up at Oxford, studying at Pembroke College. He and Morris began to gravitate towards this group of friends: William Fulford, Charles Faulkner, Richard Watson Dixon. At the time, Exeter College ‘was not a reading college . . . the vast majority of its members were only pass men, who lived healthy outdoor lives, especially on the river’.11 Burne-Jones and William Morris, by contrast, were excited by books, by the possibilities of poetry and philosophy, Tennyson, Keats, Newman, Carlyle. They began to spend their spare time together in Pembroke. William’s first biographer described how he started to fit into the group:

			 

			At first, Morris was regarded by the Pembroke men simply as a very pleasant boy . . . who was fond of talking, which he did in a husky shout, and fond of going down the river with Faulkner, who was a good boating man. He was also extremely fond of singlestick, and a good fencer . . . His fire and impetuosity, great bodily strength and high temper were soon manifested: and were sometimes astonishing.12

			 

			Very quickly, they began to recognise the rigour and the wisdom beneath his physicality. One of his new friends summed up his unusual attraction: ‘How Morris seems to know things, doesn’t he?’ Another agreed: ‘How decisive he was: how accurate . . . what an extraordinary power of observation lay at the base of many of his casual or incidental remarks.’13

			William had been a rather solitary boy at school, and his relationship with his younger brothers always seemed semi-detached. Here in Oxford, he made his first close male friends. The comradeship he enjoyed with Burne-Jones and the other thoughtful boys from Birmingham set the tone for many of his later alliances, in life and in art. The bond was based on shared literary enthusiasms, unencumbered by worries about women. They were steeped in a desire for a revived Christian faith, woven together with medieval ideals of beauty and virtue. Burne-Jones soon was telling friends that ‘I have set my heart on our founding a Brotherhood. Learn Sir Galahad by heart. He is to be patron of our Order. I have enlisted one in the project up here, heart and soul.’14 That one was William.

			We only have Burne-Jones’s word to vouch for the intensity of the affection between these young men. William’s letters from these earliest years in Oxford have not survived. So we see him from the outside, from the point of view of his new friends, as they discovered his character and strengths. Burne-Jones was always closest to him. Perhaps his description of Morris reveals more about Burne-Jones’s own romantic nature, but it still captures the impression that young William made on his intimate circle. He was: ‘One of the cleverest fellows I know . . . full of enthusiasms for things holy and beautiful and true . . . he has tinged my whole 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.’

			Burne-Jones went on, though, to draw attention again to William’s ‘boisterous mad outbursts and freaks’, his uncontrolled body breaking the spell.15 There was always this ingrained tension between the energy of William’s actions – his ‘habit of beating his own head’, his violence when fencing at singlestick, even his prodigious bouncing hair – and his reflective inner life.16

			Throughout their first terms at Oxford, William and Ned were wrestling with disappointment. The University was no longer seething with radical religious debates. Only a few years earlier, it seemed that John Henry Newman was stirring up ferocious and hopeful changes within the Church of England. But the heat had gone out of the Oxford Movement since Newman himself had become a Roman Catholic in 1845. For Burne-Jones and Morris, it felt like they had missed their moment. Ned explained how Newman had been central to his purpose in coming to Oxford: ‘In an age of sofas, he taught me to be indifferent to comfort; and in an age of materialism he taught me to venture all on the unseen.’17 These young men used his words as a springboard, to find their own ways of changing the world.

			* 

			How did William and his friends rebel against this ‘age of sofas’? Perhaps we can start by trying to see into their own rooms. Their college sets were their first personal domestic space, where they could arrange the furniture to their liking, decorate the walls. Most rooms were sparsely furnished, with the bare minimum – a bed, a table, a desk, a wash-stand with ewer and basin. But students quickly put their own stamp on the space. Older undergraduates would sell on their extra furniture to freshmen. We know that students bought additional pieces second-hand in town: ‘an armchair, a bookcase and a writing table, all undeniable bargains, and all capable of being put into good working order after a little judicious exercise of the hinges, drawer-handles, and other component parts’.18 Many of the objects in the room were scuffed and haphazard, witnesses to the generations of young men who had lived with them and passed them on. There might have been ‘faded green window-curtains, and . . . [an] old Kidderminster carpet that had been charred and burnt into holes with the fag-ends of cigars’.19 Standing out bright and neat against these well-handled things were the furnishings brought from home. No doubt William’s sisters and mother crafted cushions and slippers for him, provided him with tablecloths, bedlinen and new towels, all carefully stitched with laundry marks. We can imagine him, like the fictional undergraduate Mr Verdant Green, who also went up to Oxford in 1853, being overwhelmed with affectionate hand-made gifts. Green was sent on his way to Brazenface College with numerous articles,

			 

			useful as well as ornamental. There was a purse from Helen . . . a triumph of art in the way of bead decoration . . . a pair of braces from Mary, worked with an ecclesiastical pattern of a severe character . . ., a watch-pocket from Fanny, to hang over Verdant’s night-capped head . . . And there was a pair of woollen comforters knit by Miss Virginia’s own fair hands.20

			 

			Whether soft, feminine objects like these were displayed in William’s rooms, or tucked out of sight when he arrived, we do not know. There are few details of how he decorated his set in Hell Quad. It seems probable, given Burne-Jones’s description, that his bedroom was ‘inconveniently small’, and like Verdant Green, he bumped his elbows against the wall as he shaved in the morning. However, his main sitting room almost certainly had a good-sized dining table where William would be served breakfast by his scout, and a little pantry for his glasses and crockery, and packets of tea and sugar, with shelves for wine bottles, pies and cheeses, if he chose to entertain in the evenings.

			Many of the undergraduates at Exeter were known as ‘sporting’ men. They filled their rooms with the paraphernalia of hunting, fishing and dogs. We get a lively sense of this style of decoration from Verdant Green’s description of his friend Mr Larkyns’s room. There he found a fox’s head above the mirror, and ‘a huge pair of antlers over the door’. Larkyns used the antlers as a handy shelf for his ‘collection of sticks, whips, and spurs’. Then there were the ‘fishing rods, tandem-whips, cricket bats . . . piled up in odd corners; and single-sticks, boxing-gloves and foils gracefully arranged upon the walls’. Letters, invitations, bills and trademen’s cards were tucked into the mirror frame.

			Larkyns reinforced his position in the ‘fast’ set by displaying a selection of pipes and cigar boxes, and by his taste in pictures. He also evidently had an eye for the ladies. Alongside gilt-framed engravings of Landseer’s dogs and horses, he had chosen some ‘Byron beauties . . . and some extremely au naturel pets of the ballet’ – that is, semi-nude dancing girls.21 This was a young man who was more interested in drinking ‘punch, egg-flip, sherry-cobblers’ and other tipples, than in excelling at his studies. William and Ned Burne-Jones spent most of their evenings in Pembroke College, to avoid such people.

			William’s taste, as far as we know, was much more austere. No doubt he too had singlesticks for fencing, and fishing-rods in the corner of his room. But mostly there were books – Shakespeare and Charles Kingsley, Charlotte M. Yonge’s The Heir of Redclyffe, and John Ruskin’s Modern Painters. He would ‘often read Ruskin aloud’. William’s friends were struck by his ‘mighty singing voice’ as he ‘chanted rather than read those weltering oceans of eloquence’.22 Morris was trying to get to grips with the reality of the Middle Ages, the evidence of the architecture around him, to see if it matched Ruskin’s descriptions. So scattered on his desk, and on the window seat, and beside the books were copies of the architect’s magazine The Builder, and his own sketches. At that time, William ‘was constantly drawing windows, arches, and gables in his books; and even in his letters of the time, where the pen has paused, there comes a half unconscious scribble of floriated ornament’.23 He was noting down the vocabulary of Gothic design, becoming familiar with its traceries and crockets.

			This fascination with the Gothic carried through into the pictures on his walls. Instead of the fashionable prints favoured by the ‘sporting’ men, William pinned up his brass-rubbings. These were the images of medieval grave-markers, which he found during his expeditions to churches in Essex and Oxfordshire. Long-dead priests, knights and their ladies stared down at William as he worked. They watched over his friends as they sat in the firelight after dinner, talking and joking. His collection grew until his ‘rooms were full of rubbings’.24 And as he began to travel in the University vacations, his understanding of medieval art was enriched; he saw the altarpieces of Van Eyck and Memling for the first time in the summer of 1854, and visited the Musée Cluny and the Louvre. He brought home photographs of Dürer’s engravings. These were stuck up in his college rooms too, alongside the English brasses. He kept his eyes open for original impressions of Dürer’s work, and spotted one – his Vision of St Hubert, c.1501 – a few years later, ‘and very nearly bought it but couldn’t afford it’. It was six guineas, and William reluctantly decided the photographs were good enough. But he still yearned for the original engraving: ‘O my word! So very, very gorgeous.’25

			William Morris visited northern France in 1854 with his older sister Henrietta. She was his companion when he first saw the great cathedrals of Amiens and Rouen and Chartres, places that resonated with the writings of Ruskin. But this holiday was overshadowed in his memory by the Long Vacation of 1855. That was the moment when William was able to explore these Gothic shrines with his friends. It was also the summer when all the reading and talking at Oxford began to crystallise into something more distinct, a decision about his future as a priest.

			* 

			During his second year at Oxford, William’s thoughts were turning away from the Church and towards the possibilities of painting and architecture. He had become more aware of a new literary and artistic movement that was beginning to flourish in London. Through Ruskin’s published lectures and the Royal Academy exhibitions, he heard the names of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, John Everett Millais and William Holman Hunt: these poets and painters were tackling medieval and modern subjects with a radical clear-sightedness. William Morris and Ned Burne-Jones began to seek them out in exhibitions. They even started to approach private collectors. They visited the home of Benjamin Windus in Tottenham: he showed them ‘a picture by [Ford] Madox Brown, called “The Last of England”’, and some small works by Millais. Back in Oxford, in the summer term of 1855, they ‘got permission to look at the Pre-­Raphaelite pictures in the house of Thomas Combe’. Combe had bought paintings by Holman Hunt, including his ‘portrait of some surpliced friend . . . with part of the Cloisters of New College for a background’:26 this was the picture of John David Jenkins, looking rather shy after his ordination. They were able to enjoy these small works, displayed at home. Their visits were unhurried. They could take in the details of Millais’s brushstrokes, or Holman Hunt’s networks of symbolic details. William saw the possibilities of art in a domestic setting, away from the push and shove of the big public exhibitions. The work that struck him most strongly was a small watercolour that would have been utterly lost in a less intimate space. For William and Burne-Jones, it was a thing of ‘greatest wonder and delight’.27 The little picture of Dante painting an angel on the anniversary of the death of Beatrice, by Rossetti, reinforced their belief that modern art and medieval literature could be intertwined to create something beautiful and direct. They had already read Rossetti’s poem ‘The Blessed Damozel’, which dwelt on a similar subject, describing lovers separated by death. William had seen a copy of The Germ, the short-lived Pre-Raphaelite magazine in which this had been printed. And it had encouraged him to persist in his own writing.

			William had begun crafting poems a few months before. Burne-Jones recalled how ‘one morning, after breakfast, [Morris] brought me in the first poem he ever made. After that, no week went by without some poem.’28 He shared them in an unembarrassed way with his friends at Pembroke. They remembered hearing his earliest work: a poem, now lost, called ‘The Willow and the Red Cliff’. William burnt it with many of his other verses after he went down from the University. He did not like to revisit his manuscripts. He relished the way the words seemed to come without hesitation. After his friends praised his originality, his immediacy, William apparently remarked, ‘Well, if this is poetry, it is very easy to write.’29 His subjects were tinged with melancholy, with Gothic details and an eye for colour. There is a fragment of an early unpublished verse that he sent to a friend in the Easter vacation. It ends: ‘Very blue the sky above/ Very sweet the faint clouds move,/ Yet I cannot think of love.’

			As he explained in this letter, ‘I have begun a good many other things, I don’t know if I shall ever finish them.’30 He went on to describe how he was missing after-dinner conversations with Burne-Jones and the Pembroke men. He felt stuck between two very different worlds: Exeter College and Water House in Walthamstow. Home was too quiet, without the stimulation of new books or urgent theological discussions. His mother and sisters did not understand the way his mind was working. They were too focused on the day-to-day running of the house. ‘I have no one to talk to,’ he complained, ‘except to ask for things to eat and drink and clothe myself.’31 He sat up late into the night, while the rest of the house was asleep, to write and think, watching from his favourite spot on the half-landing, until he ‘saw the dawn break through the window in our hall’.32

			William longed to go travelling again. He and Burne-Jones made a few day trips, visiting Cambridge and Ely, but Morris wanted to show his friend the glories of the Gothic in France. They planned a ‘walking tour . . . for cheapness’ sake’ in July 1855 with William Fulford, one of their own Brotherhood at Pembroke. This would be his first independent expedition, very different from the sedate tour he had taken with his sister. None of his family would be standing at his shoulder this time. William needed to take into account, as Burne-Jones explained, that ‘economy [was] necessary for me and conceded by him, who never said whether he had, or had not, money’.33 William’s letters showed that he kept a close eye on their expenses; they found ‘very good rooms’ in Abbeville for six francs, and a full day’s travelling from Dreux to Louviers and on to Rouen for nine shillings each. They had intended to walk from church to church, but this proved impossible. On their first Saturday, they trudged seventeen miles to Beauvais, and the following Wednesday, they covered twenty-five miles on foot. But William in particular was suffering. His boots rubbed his feet so much that he had to buy a pair of carpet slippers. These disintegrated by the end of the week. It is not surprising that they were footsore. William calculated that they had visited ‘nine Cathedrals, and let me see, how many non-Cathedral Churches; I must count them on my fingers; there, I think I have missed some but I have made out 24 all splendid churches’.34

			William was awed and excited by the riches he encountered day by day. He and his friends were ‘in a state of ecstasy’ as each building seemed better than the last: the ‘Big Church’ of Abbeville, which rose like a ‘mountain of wrought stone’;35 ‘glorious Rouen’36 where they heard Vespers sung; ‘the beautiful statues, and the stained glass, and the great, cliff-like buttresses’ of Chartres;37 and the interior of Louviers, ‘so solemn it looked and calm after the fierce flamboyant of the outside’.38 Their experience of spires and carved stone was overlaid, in some places, with colour and music. They were delighted by the stained glass and the ritual of song and movement.

			For Burne-Jones, the Sunday service at Beauvais Cathedral felt like ‘the first day of creation’. ‘I remember it all’, he told a friend nearly forty years later: ‘the processions – and the trombones – and the ancient singing – more beautiful than anything I ever heard . . . And the great organ that made the air tremble – and the greater organ that pealed out suddenly, and I thought the Day of Judgement had come.’39

			The sensory revelations of this journey did not begin and end with the Gothic churches. William and Ned found constant delight in the countryside in between. Burne-Jones, looking back, recalled ‘how alive I was, and how young – and a blue dragon-fly stood still in the air so long that I could have painted him’.40 For William, the landscape left a lasting impression. The green fields of Normandy were conjured up, again and again, in his poetry and scene-setting, and in the undulations of his textile designs. They felt almost like the backdrop to dreams. The countryside beyond Louviers, he said, was ‘nearly all grass land and the trees, O! the trees! It was all like the country in a beautiful poem, in a beautiful Romance.’41 William loved the way the meadow flowers grew thick among the corn: ‘the hedgeless fields of grain’ seemed ‘the most beautiful fields I ever saw yet . . . purple thistles, and blue corn-flowers, and red poppies, growing together with the corn round the roots of the fruit trees, in their shadows, and sweeping up to the brows of the long low hills till they reached the sky’.42

			Although William was eager to feast his eyes on meadows and churches, his friends were also keen to see Paris – they had never been to the Louvre, or the Opera. After a bit of a tussle, William agreed, and they ‘worked hard at sight-seeing for sixteen hours’.43 There were things worth looking at, after all. There was the moment in the Louvre when ‘Morris made Edward shut his eyes and so led him up to [Fra] Angelico’s picture of “The Coronation of the Virgin” before he allowed him to look, and then he was transported with delight.’44 This vast altarpiece, filled with a vision of heaven, all blue and red and gold, had become a touchstone for other young British artists, including Rossetti and Holman Hunt. It had offered possibilities of a new visual language for the Pre-Raphaelites in 1848, and seemed just as vivid, just as potent to William and his friends.

			Fra Angelico took their breath away. But perhaps the most significant paintings they saw in Paris were the British exhibits at the 1855 Exposition Universelle. The friends spent half a day looking at the seven Pre-Raphaelite pictures on display in the Beaux Arts department: ‘three by Hunt including “The Light of the World”, three by Millais and one by Collins’.45 Other visitors drifted past these works without paying much attention. Only Millais’s The Order of Release made people stop and look. For William and Burne-Jones, however, the works were remarkable. For here was a vibrant and radical group of British artists on display in the heart of Paris. The Pre-Raphaelites had challenged the traditions of the Royal Academy at home. Now they were making their mark, in Ruskin’s words, as a ‘new and noble school’ that could rival the modernity of French art.46

			William and his friends had arrived in Oxford too late for Newman’s sermons. The fire seemed to have dwindled in the Church. All their enthusiasm, their plans to be part of a transformative priesthood had been undermined by the ‘languid and indifferent’ atmosphere of the University.47 Now in France, as they walked and wondered, and looked with fresh eyes on modern art and medieval architecture, a different future seemed possible. As Burne-Jones explained, ‘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.’48

			The crisis came as they were turning towards home. The young men had spent the past weeks standing in the shadow of medieval masons. They had begun to understand how Gothic architects had created sacred spaces from the natural forms of bending trees and unfurling leaves. And they had seen the first shoots of regeneration in contemporary British art. Now they had reached the port of Le Havre, on their way to see Bayeux and Caen, the last of the great churches on their list. Walking along the quayside as night fell, they watched the fishing boats leave their moorings and glide out towards the deeper water. Here William and Ned made their decision. In Burne-Jones’s words, ‘We resolved definitely that we would begin a life of art . . . he should be an architect and I a painter . . . and after that night’s talk we never hesitated more.’49 This was the crossing point. They stepped away from the Church, and towards a new vocation.

			These were fine sentiments. But what did it mean in practice? They would have to explain their decision to their tutors, their friends, their parents. William made a mess of telling his mother. He felt the need to apologise, a little while later, for ‘speaking somewhat roughly . . . speaking indeed far off from my heart because of my awkwardness’.50 He knew that his sister Henrietta was also disappointed. They feared that he would become ‘an idle, objectless man’. William tried to reassure his family that his Oxford years were not wasted; he had gained there ‘the love of friends faithful and true . . . this love was something priceless, and not [to] be bought again anywhere’. He was obliged to return to his college in October 1855, for his last term of studies. But he intended, as he told his mother, to make himself useful: he would still strive, as he put it, for ‘the bettering of the World’. The first step was to find an architect who would take him on as a pupil.

			* 

			In January 1856, William began his apprenticeship with George Edmund Street, who had recently been appointed the Oxford diocesan architect. His offices were in Beaumont Street so William was able to carry on living close to his friends. He had taken a pass degree before Christmas, but he did not yet have to face the upheaval of leaving the city. His lodgings overlooked Martyrs’ Memorial, a few yards from Street’s office. And so William set to work, measuring churches, meticulously copying plans, trying to learn the trade. His drawings were overseen by Philip Webb, the son of an Oxfordshire doctor, who had grown up in the city centre. His relationship with Oxford – its buildings, its cobbled lanes – was even more intense than William’s. Webb asked a friend, many years later, if he had seen ‘a little and wonderstruck boy in Oxford trotting along the pavements of the streets there, [for] it might have been the ghost of my youth’.51 Webb was significantly older than William; he was born in 1821. And yet, they developed a great friendship. ‘Morris understands me,’ Webb said, ‘and . . . it has been a great corrective to rub shoulders with [his] hearty love-of-lifedness’.52 It was a close partnership that lasted to William’s death and beyond. Webb designed his friend’s tombstone.

			This lifelong alliance with Webb was one of William’s compensations for stepping aside from his ordained path. The other was his chance to learn from an outstanding architect. G. E. Street loved the Gothic as much as William did, and worked towards a modern, practical reinterpretation of medieval forms. Although at this point in his career Street was preoccupied with church buildings, he also had a clear vision for domestic architecture – inside and out. Street’s writings and lectures in the early 1850s anticipated many of William’s later ideas. He outlined the best ways to integrate the ‘Pointed style’ into contemporary house-building, and demonstrated how medieval approaches to decoration could make nineteenth-century homes more beautiful. One of his essays, published in 1853 in The Ecclesiologist, shows how much there was for William to learn from his short period as Street’s pupil. At times, it almost seems to be a blueprint for his later work. Street even pointed to what would become one of Morris’s favourite sources, the manuscript of Roman de la Rose in the British Museum, to suggest details that could be accommodated in new houses. And there was one passage that seemed particularly prescient:

			 

			In the middle ages the furniture of the domestic apartments of the household was as a rule as warm and elegant as our own ever is. No one, I think, can have examined ancient illuminated manuscripts to any extent without being struck with this. Walls hung with rich and curiously coloured hangings, in tissues, stuffs or leather, – or partially panelled in dark wood, partially painted in gay devices, – windows carefully finished and warmly defended by hanging curtains, carpets of rich and sometimes eastern looking patterns, chairs, bookcases, tables, vessels for drinking, vases and the like.53

			 

			Street urged his readers to seek out wall-hangings and drinking vessels, carpets and curtains, that responded imaginatively to the Middle Ages. In his own practice, Street collected early medieval textiles so that he could study their weave and stitching, and create a revitalised tradition of church embroidery.

			As his earliest biographer wrote, for William ‘The word architecture bore an immense, and one might almost say a transcendental, meaning . . . it was the tangible expression of all the order, the comeliness, the sweetness . . . which sustain man’s world and make human life what it is. To him the House Beautiful represented the visible form of life itself.’54

			All this was part of William’s training. His sense of purpose had been shaken when he abandoned his hopes of becoming a priest. Street convinced William that there was useful work to be done, that he could make the world more orderly, comely and sweet.

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Red Lion Square, 1856–1859
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			Edward Burne-Jones, Self-portrait in the Red Lion Square studio, University of Delaware Library, Samuel Lasner collection, c.1857

		

	
		
			 

			Leaving Oxford and moving to London; this was the great upheaval of 1856. For Ned Burne-Jones, it was ‘the year in which I think it never rained nor clouded, but was blue summer from Christmas to Christmas, and London streets glittered, and it was always morning, and the air sweet and full of bells’.1

			William Morris, his companion in this adventure, was more unsettled. He had given up his training for the priesthood, and now struggled to find a foothold. In his early twenties, he lived in a succession of rented rooms, mostly with friends. We read of him rushing to catch trains at the end of the working week, and trying to squeeze his art studies around his work as an architect. He was often ill-tempered. There were cross words with his mother, ‘stubborn and angry’ encounters,2 clay models smashed and squashed because he could not get them right. Writing poetry, drawing, carving, travelling constantly between projects in London and Oxford: it was a time of impermanence, of constantly shifting horizons.

			It is hard to keep track of William during these toings and froings. Very few of his letters survive, and many of his early drawings were abandoned, unfinished. There are two tentative self-portraits, made at this time. He looks keenly into the mirror, his pencil poised. We see the fluff of his new beard and small moustache, and the curly ends of his hair. But the results are unconvincing, out of proportion, flattened and lifeless. It is in his writings that we get a better sense of the things that mattered to him, and his anxieties. He describes the uncanny feeling of being out of place, as he worked on a tale late into the night: ‘I ground at it . . . from nine o’clock till half past four a.m., when the lamp went out, and I had to creep upstairs to bed through the great dark house like a thief.’3

			William was writing reviews and medieval fantasy tales for The Oxford and Cambridge Magazine. This was a joint enterprise with University friends, bringing together poems, essays and new short fiction. The first issue came out in January 1856. William was the original editor, but he soon passed this job on to his friend Fulford. Even so he contributed at least eight tales, five poems, an article on Amiens Cathedral and a review of Robert Browning’s latest verse. This was the first time that the ‘grinds’ he had read aloud to his friends would reach a wider audience. They reveal his fascination with the chivalric world of Thomas Malory, and the dramatic effects of violence, bold colour and otherworldly romance. His distinctive reworking of the Gothic becomes visible in these writings. The story of ‘The Hollow Land’ is especially odd, and perhaps helps us to understand William’s uncertainties as he sought a life beyond the Church.

			The tale is told in disrupted, dreamlike episodes, flashing from bright mossy streams to a foggy no-man’s-land without explanation. The story turns on the vengeful killing of a queen on Christmas morning, and these brutal passages are punctuated by carol-singing:

			 

			Queen Mary’s crown was gold,

			King Joseph’s crown was red,

			But Jesus’s crown was diamond

				That lit up all the bed

			Mariae Virginis

			Ships sail through the Heaven

				With red banners dress’d.

					Carrying the planets seven

						To see the white breast

			Mariae Virginis4

			 

			Here and in many other images, William seems ill at ease with the forms of traditional Christianity. He shows us an abbot, wearing armour beneath his vestments, who marches from the altar into the sunlight, at the head of his warrior-monks. It is as if William is grappling with his own faith, or lack of it, and failing to find an alternative way to look at the world; in the words of one of Florian’s knights, ‘how would you feel inclined to fight if you thought that everything about you was mere glamour; this earth here, the rocks, the sun, the sky?’5 In this tale, everything is unstable. There is no clarity in the distinctions between good and evil, heaven and hell, even death and life. Fellowship between brothers is broken. The very earth slides away beneath their feet. Florian’s brother leaps to his destruction. Florian also falls, but awakens in the hauntingly beautiful ‘Hollow Land’, and there is a young woman waiting for him.

			We never know why he cannot stay in this quiet green place. A few pages later, Florian finds himself suddenly older, on ‘a horrible grey November day . . . the fog-smell all about, the fog creeping into our very bones’.6 There is a sense of physical revulsion as he touches the rusted helmet that ‘pressed on my brow and pained me’, only to discover that ‘I laid my hand on a lump of slimy earth with worms coiled up in it . . . the rust had eaten it into holes, and I gripped my own hair as well as the rotting steel, the sharp edge of which cut into my fingers’. He has been unearthed, scrabbling out of the ground, nearly naked, dressed only in a robe that ‘draggled so (wretched, slimy, textureless thing!) in the brown mud’7 – this is a grotesque resurrection.

			Despite these disquieting images of decay and loss, the blood and mud, we also discover positive signs of William’s new life emerging. There is the potential redemptive power of a woman’s love, in the figure of Margaret. Her appearance is eerie, not quite human, with skin ‘like ivory for smoothness’ and golden hair. She is dressed in white, with ‘long spikes of light scarlet [going] down from the throat, lost here and there in the shadows [and] the folds’.8 Later, he encounters his old enemy, Red Harald, named for the ‘great scarlet cloth’ he wore over his armour.9 They are reconciled through the process of painting murals in the wreck of a castle, in ‘yellow and red! Gold and blood’, the colours of Hell. There is a nightmarish moment when Florian, kneeling over the wounded body of Harald, ‘painted his face thus, with stripes of yellow and red, crossing each other at right angles; and in each of the squares so made I put a spot of black, after the manner of the painted letters in the prayer-books’.10

			This is a precise, transgressive action, paintbrush against pale skin. Painting itself becomes a weapon, sometimes to impose order in chaos, sometimes to settle scores. Florian’s training as an artist is imagined as a series of skirmishes, but ‘at last [he] learned it through very much pain and grief’. Gradually, he finds peace, creating ‘purple pictures and green ones . . . and always we painted God’s judgements’, until he could ‘sit in the sunset and watch them with the golden light changing them’. And so he is able to rediscover the joys of the Hollow Land, letting himself ‘down most carefully by the jutting rocks and bushes and strange trailing flowers’.11

			As he worked through the plot, with all its hallucinatory jolts, William Morris seems to have been smoothing his own path. He was mapping, in fits and starts, the process of transformation from troubled priest to designer, from monkish student to hopeful lover. And running through the text is the feeling for material things: the notched blade of a sword or the solemn movement of a bell. Above all, he is aware of textiles – banners and robes, white albs and rags, ‘surcoats, half purple and half scarlet, strewn with golden stars’.12

			The opening scene shows William’s sensitivity to the fabric of the Middle Ages, responding to intricate possibilities of colour, status, manufacture, all woven into a richly symbolic object. The Queen’s crown snags the canopy held above her head and ‘she caught at the brocade with her left hand and pulled it away furiously, so that the warp and woof were twisted out of their places, and many gold threads were left dangling about the crown.’13

			The processional cloth of honour is mutilated. The peaceful life of the House of Lilies starts to unravel. And yet, in telling the tale, William can begin to resolve his own loss of direction. He discovers a delight in the look and feel of textiles and pictures, in suppleness and patterns, in the different ways of making and decorating. He brings into focus the hard task of becoming an artist. ‘The Hollow Land’ helps us to understand William’s experience of being out of time, beyond faith.

			* 

			When we compare this early story with William’s later poems and prose romances, there is one distinct element missing. In his more mature writings, he lingers over the details of everyday life – the furnishing of bedrooms, the dining tables – adding depth to his fantasy settings. ‘The Hollow Land’ is more one dimensional. He skirts around the homely, and concentrates instead on battle scenes and unnatural encounters. But increasingly, he knew that this separation of real and imagined was not the way forward. William began to bring his visions of the past unexpectedly into the present. He insisted that ‘Anyone who wants beauty to be produced at the present day . . . must always be crying out “Look back! Look back!”’14 He tried to express this new vocation in a letter to his friend Crom Price, written in July 1856. He still sounded unsure of exactly how to proceed – ‘I see that things are in a muddle’ – but he went on: ‘My work is the embodiment of dreams in one form or another.’15

			This became William’s raison d’être. He wanted to transform airy visions into something practical, something tangible. It was not enough to write poetry, or wallow in the world of Malory or Chaucer. He believed it was necessary to bring back the best of these vanishing beauties, to re-engage with them now. William collapsed the distinctions between the medieval and the modern. Good workmanship persisted. He acknowledged that ‘my chances are slender; I am glad that I am compelled to try anyhow.’ At least he would not be alone in his endeavour: ‘Ned and I are going to live together. I go to London early in August.’16

			G. E. Street was moving his architectural practice from Oxford to offices near Marble Arch. So William left his lodgings opposite the Ashmolean Museum, and rented a set of dingy furnished rooms in Upper Gordon Square, Bloomsbury. He worked alongside Philip Webb during the day – tiresome measuring and copying – and then went to a life drawing class in the evening with Ned. Their little apartment was, according to Burne-Jones, ‘the quaintest room in all London, hung with brasses of old knights and drawings of Albert Dürer’.17 Already they were imposing their own taste on the shabby Georgian interiors. William could have afforded something smarter, but he was very aware of Ned’s limited finances. Instead of spending money on rent, he began to buy pictures.

			William bought his first significant painting when he was still living in Oxford. He had spotted April Love by Arthur Hughes when he visited the Royal Academy exhibition in May 1856. It was a contemporary romantic scene, exhibited with verses from Tennyson’s ‘The Miller’s Daughter’: ‘Love is made a vague regret’. The picture was filled with luminous colour and keenly observed nature. We can imagine William’s delight in the glowing fabric of the girl’s skirt, the details of ivy leaves and rose petals, the rich greens and bluey-purples bouncing off each other. William was ‘brooding about it’ so much that he asked Ned to do him ‘a great favour, viz. go and nobble that picture called “April Love” as soon as possible lest anybody else should buy it’.18

			John Ruskin was one of the painting’s most fervent admirers, describing it as ‘Exquisite in every way; lovely in colour, most subtle in the quivering expression of the lips, and sweetness of the tender face’;19 he had not been able to persuade his own father to acquire it. William, on the other hand, had money of his own now. He was eager to support emerging artists and make his mark within the Pre-Raphaelite circle. Arthur Hughes remembered the surprise of Ned arriving early on Monday morning with a cheque. Hughes could not quite believe that a young man, still effectively a student, would be so eager to buy his painting. But as William explained to his friend Crom Price, ‘love and work, these two things only’ were all that mattered at the moment.20

			* 

			From late summer 1856 William was established in his London rooms, and became more involved with Ned’s new friends. Chief among them was Gabriel Rossetti. To the end of his life, Ned would look at his own drawings and wonder ‘what Gabriel would have thought of it, “whether he would approve it and be pleased with it, or whether he’d say it was rubbish”’.21 William did not follow Ned so far in his hero-worship of Rossetti. But he was certainly moved by Gabriel’s insistence that he should ‘have no shame of my own ideas’. The younger men would leave Rossetti’s presence ‘cheerful and solemn’ and ‘carrying with them the banner of Art and Revolt’.22

			Rossetti’s response to William was less starry-eyed. Morris appeared as a potential client, as well as an acolyte. ‘You know he is a millionaire and buys pictures,’ Gabriel enthusiastically told the poet William Allingham.23 In August, he introduced William to Ford Madox Brown, who noted in his diary that ‘Rossetti brought his ardent admirer Morris of Oxford who bought my little hay field for 40 gns.’24 This was a substantial sum; William had recently offered Fulford an annual salary of £100 to edit The Oxford and Cambridge Magazine, and many working men would be earning little more than £2 a week. So William’s arrival in London – when Gabriel and his friends always seemed short of ‘tin’ – was fortuitous.

			Within a year, William had bought five of Gabriel’s watercolours: The Blue Closet, The Tune of Seven Towers, The Death of Breuze sans Pitié, The Chapel before the Lists and The Damsel of the Sanct Grael.25 These pictures glimmered on the walls of William’s lodgings, creating pools of visual richness in the corners of the gloomy sitting room. They were strange works, reflecting William and Gabriel’s shared imaginary worlds. The young men had become fascinated with the beauty and discomfort of Malory’s Le Morte Darthur. The watercolours were steeped in the same Gothic atmosphere. They were filled to the brim with reds, greens and golds, the colours illuminating fifteenth-century manuscripts. Gabriel showed the claustrophobic dalliances of knights and ladies, their slight bodies weighed down by embroidered robes and head-coverings. There is a melancholy intensity in many of the designs, as the figures are held fast within their tight frames. Several of these subjects became ‘double works of art’, when William responded by composing verses echoing the troubled mood and late-medieval scene-setting.

			These poems elaborate the themes in Gabriel’s pictures, dwelling on the enigmatic actions of beautiful women and their lovers. William intercuts the narrative of his poems with snatches of chanted refrains, like old carols: ‘Listen! said fair Yoland of the flowers,/ This is the Tune of Seven Towers’.26 The queens and ladies in ‘The Blue Closet’ are trapped in their palace, singing for a lost knight on a ‘wild Christmas-eve’. Their memories of love are sensual but disturbing. One remembers how her beloved ‘sprinkled the dusty snow over my head./ He watch’d the snow melting, it ran through my hair,/ Ran over my shoulders, white shoulders and bare.’

			This is a chilling image, where death seems close at hand. All the while, ‘the sea-salt oozes through/ The chinks of the tiles of the Closet Blue.’27 William does not try to explain why Gabriel’s women are so weary. He accepts the mood of the pictures and embellishes it.

			Both painter and poet are concerned about the decorative details in their imagined rooms. William describes a ‘gold and blue casket’ in which one lady ‘keeps all my tears’. She wonders: ‘Did they strangle him as he lay there,/ With the long scarlet scarf I used to wear?’28 As we saw in ‘The Hollow Land’, William concentrates on textiles. Another lady looks for ‘my coif and my kirtle, with pearls arow’.29 These objects add colour and movement to the verse, as well as a delight in archaism – the naming of these things lifts the reader out of the present.

			We see William attempting to create strikingly modern writing by reworking old forms and vocabulary. He shows the precision and flexibility of the Gothic, envisioning a world before the bravura of the High Renaissance swept over the arts. William’s poems were the first Pre-Raphaelite verses to be published. They were experimental. They were also poorly reviewed by the critics. However, they showed that it was possible to translate Ruskin’s belief in the power of the Gothic from architecture into other art forms. Ruskin had written that ‘The Nature of Gothic’ allowed it to ‘shrink into a turret, expand into a hall, coil into a staircase, or spring into a spire, with undegraded grace and unexhausted energy’.30 William was now applying this energy from the Middle Ages – defined by Ruskin as savage, changeful, naturalistic, redundant, grotesque, rigid – to his poetry. And he was already hoping to make the Gothic live again in other radical design projects. He wanted to bring the vitality and brightness of the old ways into his new home.

			* 

			In the autumn of 1856, William and Ned moved for the first time into unfurnished rooms, at 17 Red Lion Square. This was a chance to choose their own tables and chairs, beds and bookshelves. They could start from scratch, to create their own, ‘small (very small) Palace of Art’.31 These ‘Red Lion Square days’ were remembered with fondness by all their friends, ‘days wonderful to hear tell of, days filled with Homeric laughter, strenuous work and the hundred fantastic experiments in furniture-making and decorating’.32

			Ned described the chaos of moving in, all the ‘books, boxes, boots, bedding, baskets, coats, pictures, armour, hats, easels – tumble and rumble and jumble’.33 This sense of an unpredictable bachelor lifestyle, where easels and suits of armour sat happily among the everyday things, persisted even when the young friends had established themselves.

			They had a big bright living room, overlooking Red Lion Square. The windows had been enlarged to let in more light, making it ideal for an artist’s studio. Then there were two bedrooms behind. Burne-Jones took the larger one, with William squeezing himself into the box room. Rossetti spitefully described William as ‘rather doing the magnificent there’ – but in truth, Morris often over-compensated for his relative wealth, offering Ned the lion’s share.34 It was Gabriel who suggested that they should take this apartment. He had lived there in 1851, sharing the studio with another young painter, Walter Howell Deverell. (Deverell was the artist who had first met Elizabeth Siddall, and introduced her to Gabriel and his other friends. He died tragically young in 1854, from kidney disease.)
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