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    Chapter One


    Teaching Morris in Chicago, c. 1900


    Elizabeth Helsinger


    Four years before Morris’s death, a new university opened in a city of big business and immigrant labor―a place and time breeding powerful and sometimes conflicting political and aesthetic desires. This was the city Carl Sandburg was to hail as “Hog Butcher for the World,” but it was also the city where a newly appointed professor and an enthusiastic young instructor brought the study of William Morris to the University of Chicago. The contrasting careers of these two early teachers of Morris offer an unusual window on a place and time as frame for new pedagogies and ideas. This essay will focus on the now forgotten career of that young instructor, Oscar Lovell Triggs (1865–1930), but I begin with a brief look at his contemporary at Chicago, Professor Richard Green Moulton (1849–1924).


    Moulton, one of a distinguished English family of Wesleyan ministers, educators, and jurists, found a second home teaching not only university students but Chicago’s adults, hungry for self-improvement. An early advocate for literary criticism that was neither philological nor biographical but focused on comparative critical analysis of texts, he was also a strong believer in the university extension movement (lecture courses by university professors offered to the general public). Moulton taught in the extension divisions of Cambridge University, the University of London, and, from its opening in 1892 until his retirement in 1919, the University of Chicago.1 He gave regular academic courses while lecturing at the University’s many extension centers—in churches and synagogues, libraries, the YMCA, Hull House, the Joliet Steel Works Club, the Owen Scientific Institute, and the People’s Institute. From 1893–1894, for example, he offered three series of six lectures each at different centers on “The Literary Study of the Bible,” “Shakespeare’s Tempest,” and “Stories as a Mode of Thinking”; attendance at his public lectures ranged from 165 to 500.2 As an outgrowth of his extension teaching, Moulton published well-received books for the general reading public on the Bible as literature; classical drama; epic; Shakespeare; Milton; and William Morris’s epic retelling of the Völsunga Saga, Sigurd the Volsung. In 1902 he was made professor of literary theory and interpretation and head of the Department of General Literature.


    Moulton was clearly a valued member of the new university’s experiments in intellectual leadership and community service. As a popular lecturer and dedicated teacher, Moulton was always careful to keep his audience’s experience in mind. In his publications, as in his teaching, he was an early advocate of world literature, he taught that it should be approached through the angle of vision provided by the reader’s chosen country and its language, which in his own case, and, he assumed, in the case of his American audiences, would be English.3 Moulton turned to Morris as a subject of his extension teaching in 1904, publishing in the same year a small book intended as a supplement and study guide to his lectures. Morris mattered to Moulton as an epic poet who brought the stories of the Icelandic Völsunga Saga into modern English in his Sigurd the Volsung (1876). “Morris,” he wrote,


   
      belongs to the inmost circle of the world’s poets. . . Just as Milton constitutes a translating medium through which biblical thought and poetry has become a part of English literature, so that the English world (without knowing it) draws its conception of biblical cosmogony from the Paradise Lost rather than from the Bible, so Morris makes a similar translating medium for the wonderful poetry of the Norse sages, hitherto so little known. As Sigurd becomes more and more extensively read, it may be expected that Norse thought and imagination, like biblical, will be naturalized in the mind of the English-speaking peoples.4



   

    Moulton’s small book is full of acute readings and both structural and figural analysis, informed by his comparative work on classical, medieval, and Renaissance epic. It still has much to offer Morris scholars.


    Oscar Lovell Triggs, in his brief but all too well publicized career at the same university, was an instructor in the English department; like Moulton, he also lectured in the extension division. The son of a minister from a small town in Illinois, Triggs received his BA and MA in English from the University of Minnesota (1889, 1893) and his PhD from Chicago (1895). While on a two-year fellowship at Berlin and Oxford (1890–1892), before coming to Chicago, Triggs sought out Morris at home in London and traveled down to the Morris & Co. workshops at Merton Abbey. In a glowing article published in the American magazine Poet Lore, he described his impressions of Morris at Merton Abbey:

    
    
       In the designing-room is Mr. Morris himself. . . . Morris is dressed as usual in a plain suit of blue serge and flannel. He is short of stature, but robust, and full of the most restless energy. The features of his face are large and rugged, but full-blooded, luminous, and well modeled. A kindly poet’s expression is given by the eye, and the mouth beneath the gray beard. His head is covered with curly gray hair, which he brushes back over his forehead with his hand, as he leans to his work. One feels in the presence of a vital personality who is in love with labor and all the life of the world.5




    But Morris was not only the energetic craftsman poet in love with life and labor, he was also deeply troubled by the conditions of modern work. “The social burden of the times has been laid upon the poet’s mind and heart,” Triggs continues,


  
     before him perpetually is the city of London, huge and unsightly. He hears the murmur and moan from the hard-used race of men. From his home by the river he sees the workings of a selfish commercialism which has taken monetary profit and loss, and not the human kind, as its basis for calculation. With a heart laden with anger, he enters a protest against “man’s inhumanity to man.” With a heart laden with love he preaches the doctrines of brotherhood,―even if needs be by revolution. . . . The democratization of art is the social aim of William Morris.6




    “As a prophet of the new industrialism,” Triggs told his American readers, “William Morris is one of the most significant men of this century.”7


    In 1893 Triggs arrived at the University of Chicago for his PhD. Its brand new, neo-Gothic campus faced the shining white city of the Columbian World Exhibition just across the street. There he wrote a second article for Poet Lore on Whitman, implicitly contrasting the English scene with the American.


    
       No one can stand to-day at the centre of the World’s Fair grounds without being impressed by the strange beauty of the scene: the city so white and wonderful, the lake gleaming beneath the high summer’s sun and gently pulsing from afar, the water-birds wheeling above, and the people streaming and endless, thronging street and shore with youthful ardor; all the world is here,—the careless, the curious, the thoughtful; the faces of a few are seen to glow with a newly awakened hope. On many a day before I have watched from this spot the building of the city, and while walls and arch and dome were rising to complete the plan of a perfect deed, I have asked from one and another the meaning of it all, and have received a variable answer. Not until the city was completed did one, who seemed more thoughtful than the rest, say to me as we stood admiring the classic outlines of the noble Art Gallery,—and somewhat sadly did he speak,—“This city is not for us, but for the future. I understand it as a type appearing ere the times are ready, and I look to see it vanish soon as being but a momentary embodiment of an ideal purpose. But while it hovers here upon the shore I take it as a sign to men of the beauty and the romance, the ideality and the reality, of our life here and now.”8




    Whitman embodied for Triggs an optimistic faith in democratic America and its industry, whose future he saw imaged in the shining city of the Columbian Exhibition. Morris mattered not only as a poet-leader of a nineteenth-century renaissance of beauty but as an apostle of labor and a socialist.9


    While Triggs was no doubt expected to teach medieval English when he was appointed as an instructor at Chicago, since he was editing John Lydgate’s 1498 The Assembly of the Gods as his dissertation, he was much more interested in teaching the forward-looking authors of his own century: Shelley, Browning, and Morris; Emerson, Poe, and Whitman.10 And he could be impassioned and eloquent about the works he loved. Urging a new approach to art and literature for an age of democracy, he rejected both an older reliance on taste and a more recent interest in scientific methods: “The end of [art’s] work is not ‘good taste,’ not knowledge, but life and character,” he taught.11 “Art is the expression of man’s entire being . . . A perfect response to literature requires the activity in the reader of those faculties of being to which the author has made his appeal.”12


    Like Moulton, Triggs published books and articles, most aimed at a general reader. Triggs, however, tried to do justice to Morris in all his multiple activities: as poet, artist, and socialist. His interest in Morris did not stop at the lecture room door: Triggs embraced the larger city and its opportunities for social and educational reform, armed with a strange synthesis of Morris, Whitman, Leo Tolstoy, and John Dewey. He was a founding member of the Arts and Crafts Society of Chicago (1897, based at Hull House, where Jane Addams served the immigrant labor community and Ellen Gates Starr taught handicraft skills) and of the Industrial Art League (1899; it coordinated arts and crafts workshops in the city and started training workshops for immigrants to make furniture and other objects for sale). He was also a founder and later president of the William Morris Society (1903–1905). He published a well-regarded study of the Arts and Crafts movement in 1902 as well as articles on Morris in Poet Lore (1893), Gustav Stickley’s The Craftsman (1902), and To-Morrow: A Magazine for Rational Thinkers/A Monthly Handbook of the Changing Order (1905), which he briefly edited. He helped a Chicago millionaire plan a utopian community for bettering the lives of immigrant laborers, whose centerpiece Triggs hoped would be a People’s Industrial Arts College for training not only the head but the hands. In 1904, the University declined to renew his contract. Triggs never held another university position, disappearing almost entirely from history.


    Moulton and Triggs were not unknown to one another. Though Moulton was nearly twenty years older, they began teaching at the University at almost the same time, one a professor and published author (Shakespeare as a Dramatic Artist, 1885; The Ancient Classical Drama, 1890), the other still a graduate student but already the author of Browning and Whitman: A Study in Democracy (1893). Both became charter members of the William Morris Society; Triggs was its first secretary, its most active lecturer, and later its president. The Society’s Bulletin for early 1904 announces lecture series on Morris by both men.13 At least on the subject of Morris, each recognized the usefulness of the other’s work: Moulton’s booklet on Morris as poet recommends Triggs’s Chapters in the History of the Arts and Crafts Movement (1902); Triggs’s 1905 article on Morris the craftsman socialist for To-Morrow cites Moulton’s praise of Morris as “our English Homer.”14


    Like Moulton, Triggs was an extremely popular teacher. One student, writing many years later, recalled of his course in American literature (which disposed of all the “so-called standard writers” in one lecture to spend the rest of the time on the poetry of Emerson, Poe, and Whitman) that “Mr. Triggs’ enthusiasm and love for these writers opened before us a world of new thoughts and new meanings and made our native literature something far more electric than a catalog of authors.”15 Others who attended Triggs’s lectures on Morris found their later lives shaped by his teaching. One was Lilian Steichen, sister of Edward Steichen the photographer, who listened to Triggs on Morris, became a socialist, and married a young poet and fellow socialist, Carl Sandburg, who worked with Triggs on To-Morrow. Another was Susan Glaspell, a playwright inspired by Triggs’s call for a new approach to literature, who with her husband George Cram Cook went on to found the Provincetown Players, producing the work of Djuna Barnes, Theodore Dreiser, and Eugene O’Neill.16 Yet another was Murray Schloss, a former student who served as managing editor under Triggs on To-Morrow, ran for Congress on the Socialist ticket in New Jersey, and after some years as a social worker in Los Angeles, assembled 2500 acres to found a utopian community called “Heart of the Hills” (the land now belongs to San Diego State University, where it is a conservation refuge).17 Both Triggs’s wives first fell in love with him as their teacher. Laura McAdoo, daughter of a professor at the University of Tennessee, heard Triggs lecture in Nashville, came to Chicago and took classes from him, and married him in 1899; she became active as a lecturer and journalist promoting democracy, arts and crafts, and women’s higher education. (They were divorced in 1907.)18 Ada Beall Cox, also Triggs’s student, was inspired to a career of social work and teaching; when he left Chicago, she followed him to California and became his second wife.19


    Given his interest in the energies and ideas of the present day, the temptation to provocation sometimes proved too much for Triggs, and copy-hungry reporters soon began to attend his lectures as well. They delighted to report, in large headlines, that Triggs referred to many hymns as little better than doggerel and spoke of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poetry as overrated. But worst of all, according to the papers, Triggs suggested that Rockefeller was as great in his way as Shakespeare and Milton. How, the papers asked, could someone who denigrated Longfellow, Shakespeare, and Milton be allowed to teach at the University of Chicago? As the student newspaper put it, “Dr. Triggs is not a man/To cut up many capers;/ But if he even bats his eye,/It gets into the papers.”20 Fame, alas, came in the guise of notoriety. Triggs became an object of mockery. Whether it was for this reason, or because Triggs’s socialist views irritated the University’s businessman trustees, or because Whitman’s ideas of free love were thought to have influenced Triggs’s actions (as the papers suggested when Triggs’s wife filed for divorce in 1904), that year was Triggs’s last at the University.


    Triggs was an idealist and an enthusiast, and not always very wise. He urged his students―and his public audiences―to seize the opportunity to realize a different future, reorganizing labor, education, art, and even the state along lines he believed Morris had suggested. He continued to be heavily involved in the Morris-inspired Arts and Crafts movement, lecturing widely outside Chicago as well. Yet at the urging of Chicago friends and colleagues Frank Lloyd Wright (whose influential 1901 lecture at the Arts and Crafts Society of Chicago had urged art to adapt to the new age of the machine), the philosopher-educator John Dewey (founder of the University’s Laboratory Schools, where manual training, including the use of machines, was part of the curriculum), and Thorstein Veblen (whose 1902 essay “Arts and Crafts,” published in the Journal of Political Economy, acknowledged the necessity of the machine), Triggs too came to embrace machines for American industry even as he continued to promote Morris’s craft-based ideals for art and labor.


    Triggs proposed a “co-operative individualism,” a workshop-based system of fellowship through labor as a renovating model for American society, though he never fully faced the contradictions between a Morrisian socialism and the new industrialism he urged.21 “I see only one remedy for the class system of modern society—that is, to reconstruct the institutions that embody the social spirit,” he wrote in 1902.22 His workshops would replicate the model developed through the Industrial Art League. Worker-owned machine workshops would serve as a basis for education (learning by making), and―he hoped―with the freedom of laborers from the factory system, art would flourish. There, he wrote, the hopes of Carlyle, Ruskin, Whitman, and Morris (and of Tolstoy and


   
      



    

    

    [image: Figure 1.1. Cartoon (before 1904) of President Harper’s search for “All-Round Talkers” and “Novelties for the Midway” (as it supposedly competes with President Teddy Roosevelt’s speech-making) that includes (on right hand scroll tumbling from Harper’s Hat) one labeled “Programme: Triggs.” Reproduced courtesy of Special Collections Research Center, University of Chicago Library.]
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