
  [image: Cover]


  [image: Illustration]


  


  [image: Illustration]


  


  


  


  [image: Illustration]


  


  


  


  


  


  


  [image: Illustration]


  CONTENTS


  INTRODUCTION: WILLIAM MORRIS: HIS LIFE & WORK


  1 WILLIAM MORRIS AND NINETEENTH-CENTURY INTERIORS


  2 DECORATING WITH PATTERN


  3 WALLS AND FINISHES


  4 CURTAINS AND WINDOW TREATMENTS


  5 FURNITURE AND FURNISHINGS


  GLOSSARY OF PATTERNS


  COMMERCIAL SUPPLIERS


  SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY


  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


  INDEX


  INTRODUCTION


  [image: Illustration]y work is the embodiment of dreams in one form or another. . . .’


  Letter to Cormell Price, Oxford, July 1856
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  The Drawing Room, Wightwick Manor, West Midlands, with fireplace tiles by de Morgan, and painted glass illustrating William Morris’s epic poem, The Earthly Paradise. The mock-Elizabethan house (built 1887-93) was designed by Edward Ould for Theodore Mander, a partner in a prosperous paint business.
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  In the Great Parlour at Wightwick, with News from Nowhere showing the woodcut of Kelmscott Manor.


  


  INTRODUCTION
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  [image: Illustration]ILLIAM MORRIS DESIGNED WALLPAPER AND TEXTILE PATTERNS WHICH HAVE remained in production for over a century. His work in the field of the applied arts inspired an entire generation of designers and architects; his concern with decorative honesty and truth to materials had a direct bearing on the principles of what was to be the Modern Movement. He transformed the whole status of decorative art, challenging the mass-produced mediocrity of the nineteenth century and re-establishing the value of handcrafted work.


  During his lifetime, Morris was renowned not as a designer but as a writer of visionary, romantic verse, much of which retold classical myths and medieval tales. He was one of the first to translate the Icelandic sagas; his own poetry was so well regarded that he was offered (though did not accept) the Poet Laureateship on the death of Tennyson.


  Politically, Morris was a key figure in early socialist groups, a tireless and impassioned campaigner and speaker. His commitment to improving working conditions was evident in his early cooperative endeavours and in the organization of his own firm. His vision of a future Britain, where art, peace, decency and harmony with nature have triumphed, is described in News from Nowhere, a classic of Utopian literature.


  William Morris was also a painter, weaver, typographer, illuminator, and a designer of stained glass, tiles, furniture, tapestries and carpets. And his lifelong interest in architecture had at least two important consequences: the building of the influential Red House, which was specially designed by Morris’s friend Philip Webb, and the founding of the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, which continues its work to the present day.
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    William Morris painted in 1870 by G F Watts, the leading portraitist of the latter part of the nineteenth century. This portrait was believed by many at the time to be one of Watts’ finest works..

  


  Few people have had the energy, imagination, intellect or will to accomplish so much in one short lifetime. This book, as its title suggests, is concerned with William Morris the designer, with his impact on the decorative arts and with the relevance of his approach to design and decoration today. But it is impossible to appreciate the meaning of Morris’s design work without the broader context of his other passions and activities. In any event, these other interests do not reside in distinct, watertight categories: they are all of a piece. Morris the poet is also Morris the lover of nature and history; Morris the designer is also the Morris who wanted art for all.


  One hundred years ago William Morris was best known as a poet whose medieval romances had captured public imagination. He was already a public figure when, at the mature age of 49, he allied himself with the socialist cause, disconcerting friends and supporters. With typical energy, he threw himself into political work and his death, thirteen years later, was greatly mourned in radical circles.


  Today, William Morris the poet is largely forgotten. William Morris the political thinker has been reappraised by succeeding generations of critics, at one time disparaged as reactionary and historicist, more recently reinstated as an important theorist of the early socialist movement. But what has never been in dispute and never forgotten is his work as a designer, chiefly as a designer of pattern. The name William Morris is synonymous with a particular type of design, a flowing, intense evocation of the natural world, described with great clarity and skill. In these patterns can be found all of Morris’s passionate observation of nature and all of his deep dedication to history and man’s place in it. Morris insisted on integrating life with art, and art with life, and he rejected the destructive and spiritless specialization of industrialization, with its remorseless separation of work, leisure and creativity. This holistic attitude meant that he simply could not conceive a design without considering how it would be made, the techniques and materials which would be used, the eventual purpose to which it would be put and the conditions under which it would be produced.


  A Morris design celebrates the natural world. All of Morris’s work, with its emphasis on harmony with our natural environment, is particularly timely today. But his patterns also display the value of artisanship and the intimate connection between form, function and beauty. It is the unique combination which holds a particular attraction and relevance for us now.
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  EARLY LIFE


  William Morris was born on 24 March 1834, at Elm House in Walthamstow, to the northeast of London. Although by the 1880s Walthamstow could be described by Morris as ‘terribly cocknified and choked up by the jerry-builder’, during his childhood it was ‘a pleasant place enough’, no more than a country village.


  Morris was the eldest of five sons, the third of nine children altogether. His father was a successful broker and the family prospered, moving from Elm House to a grander Georgian house, Woodford Hall, in 1840. Woodford Hall stood on the edge of Epping Forest. Its extensive grounds and the neighbouring wildness of the Forest were a stimulating environment for a small, imaginative boy, who not only had his own pony but also his own set of toy armour.
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    A double family portrait – the Morrises and the Burne-Jones – photographed in the garden of The Grange, the Burne-Jones’ family home in Fulham, west London. The two families often took holidays together; Morris was a regular visitor to The Grange for Sunday morning breakfasts. Clockwise, from the far right: Jenny Morris, Janey Morris, Georgiana Burne-Jones, Philip Burne-Jones, Margaret Burne-Jones, Edward Burne-Jones, May Morris and William Morris.

  


  Morris spent an idyllic childhood, riding in the Forest with his brothers and sisters and inventing games of chivalry and adventure. An early and voracious reader, his head was full of the novels of Sir Walter Scott. The old Essex churches also made a lasting impression, as did a visit to Queen Elizabeth’s Lodge in Epping Forest, where he was struck by the romantic sight of a room hung with ‘faded greenery’.


  In 1847, the idyll came to an abrupt end with the death of Morris’s father. A few months later, Morris was sent away to school, to Marlborough College, then recently established. He was miserable at school, a place he later described as ‘very rough’ and, even more bitterly, as a ‘boy-farm’, admitting that he had ‘a hardish time of it, as chaps who have brains and feelings generally do at school’. One consolation, however, was the setting of the school, in beautiful countryside near the ancient stone circle at Avebury. Morris explored the vicinity thoroughly, absorbing the local history and making detailed observations of the architecture, artefacts, and the natural landscape. His unhappiness threw him on to his own resources and he became a ‘great devourer of books’, feeding a prodigious memory and capacity for retaining detail. It was at Marlborough, too, that he became an Anglo-Catholic.


  These early experiences had a critical influence on the development of Morris’s sensibilities both as a poet and designer. A pervading nostalgia for a romantic past can be traced to those blissful hours of play in the Forest, the tangible sense of history to his direct observations of ancient churches and prehistoric monuments, and the avid reading of medieval works in the library at Marlborough. A delight in nature is already being expressed: in a letter to his sister Emma, the closest of his siblings, he wrote, ‘So for your edification, I will tell you what a delectable affair a watermeadow is to go through. . . .’
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  OXFORD


  Just how dreadful a place Marlborough must have been can be gathered from the fact that in 1851 a mutiny occurred among the boys in protest against the poor running of the school. Instead of returning there, Morris remained at home and was tutored privately for Oxford admission.


  In 1853, Morris went up to Exeter College to read theology, intending to enter the clergy. Within a few days, he had met Edward Burne-Jones (1833–98) and a friendship began which was to last a lifetime.


  Over thirty years later, Morris described Oxford as ‘a vision of grey-roofed houses and a long-winding street, and a sound of many bells’. Still essentially medieval, Oxford impressed Morris with its beauty, although he was less captivated by academic life. Together with Burne-Jones, and a close-knit set of friends that included Charles Faulkner, Morris devoured poetry, especially Chaucer, Malory, Keats, Tennyson and Shelley, read novels, studied Carlyle and Ruskin and pored over illuminated manuscripts in the Bodleian. All of this reading and the discussions it provoked nourished a growing conviction that society would be better organized along the lines of the religious communities of the Middle Ages.


  The work of Ruskin was particularly influential. The Stones of Venice (1853) ‘seemed to point out a new road on which the world should travel’. From Ruskin Morris learned that ‘art is the expression of man’s pleasure in his labour’, and that with the Renaissance and its divisive distinction between designer and craftsman, the free, creative and fulfilling work of the medieval artisan was destroyed. Through Ruskin’s lectures, Morris and Burne-Jones also learned about the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. Millais’ The Return of the Dove to the Ark was exhibited in an Oxford shop in 1854. This, and other works by Holman Hunt, Ford Madox Brown and Dante Gabriel Rossetti, seemed breathtaking and original. The heightened sense of beauty and the intense medievalism of these paintings began to convince Morris and Burne-Jones that their futures lay in the direction of art, not theology.


  In 1855 Morris and Burne-Jones travelled in northern France, visiting (revisiting in Morris’s case) the great medieval cathedrals of Chartres, Rouen and Evreux. Although it was architecture which made the holiday such a turning point in his life, it is typical of Morris that in letters home he is almost as lyrical in his descriptions of the surrounding landscape. One night, ‘the most memorable night of my life’ as Burne-Jones recalled, while walking on the quay at Le Havre, Morris and Burne-Jones finally resolved to give up any notions of becoming clergymen to ‘begin a life of art’. Morris had decided to become an architect, Burne-Jones a painter.


  Morris left Oxford in 1856 with a pass degree in theology, but much more besides. He had made lasting friendships with people who would later become his working colleagues; his mind was enriched with his intense study of the medieval period, with the history and architecture of Oxford itself and the beauty of its setting: years later, the flowers of Oxford’s watermeadows, the snakeshead fritillary and wild tulip, would reappear in his designs. He had searched for a vocation and believed that he had discovered one in architecture. And, almost in passing, he had begun to write poetry, with a facility that made him doubt its value, although those who heard or read it were not so dismissive.
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    Edward Burne-Jones (left) and William Morris (right) in the 1860s. Lifelong friends and artistic collaborators, their relationship was severely strained, but not broken, by Morris’s commitment to socialism in the 1880s. Their last great joint endeavour was the Kelmscott Press.
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  APPRENTICESHIP AND MARRIAGE


  When Morris left the university in 1856 he stayed in Oxford, apprenticed to G. E. Street, later principally known as the architect of the Law Courts in the Strand, then architect of the Diocese of Oxford. During this time, Morris was also involved in the publication of the Oxford and Cambridge Magazine, to which he gave financial support as well as numerous editorial contributions. He was in comfortable financial circumstances, having inherited an annuity of £900 on coming of age two years earlier.


  Street was a leading figure of the Gothic Revival. Although Morris stayed in his office only nine months, he must have been influenced by Street’s view of the architect as a complete artist, involved not only in building, but also in the design of glass and fabric: Street was particularly interested in historic textiles and ecclesiastical embroidery. Morris was put to work copying a drawing of the doorway of St Augustine’s, Canterbury, an exercise so tedious that it led him to reconsider architecture as a future.
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  The Oxford Union library (originally the Debating Hall) showing the murals and decorated ceiling begun in 1857 by Rossetti and his team of artists. Much acclaimed when they were first completed for their use of pure colour, the murals swiftly deteriorated because Rossetti was ignorant of the proper methods of preparing the surface, and are now badly discoloured. The ceiling patterning is by Morris.


  


  It was in Street’s office that Morris met another person who was to be of prime importance in the development of his life and work. This was Philip Webb (1831–1915), who later would design Red House for Morris, as well as Standen for the Beale family, which Morris would decorate, and other influential late nineteenth-century houses.


  When Street moved offices to London, Morris went too, and joined Burne-Jones in his lodgings in Bloomsbury. After a short while, they moved again, to Red Lion Square, to a studio that had formerly been occupied by Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828–82). Burne-Jones already knew and admired Rossetti; now Morris also fell under his spell. Inspired and charmed by this charismatic figure, Morris determined to abandon architecture and take up painting.


  In the meantime, unable to find furniture that he liked for the studio, Morris designed chairs, a table and an enormous settle. His new friend Webb designed a wardrobe. The furniture was made up by a local carpenter and decorated by Rossetti and Burne-Jones with scenes taken from Morris’s own poems, from Chaucer and from Dante’s Beatrice. This communal effort, both in terms of design and execution, prefigured the work of the ‘Firm’.


  In 1857, Morris and Burne-Jones joined Rossetti in another collective enterprise in Oxford where, with other artists, he was engaged in the decoration of the new Oxford Union debating hall. The ten bays between the windows in the gallery were to be painted with scenes from Malory’s Morte d’Arthur, almost a sacred text in that circle. The work was organized in an amateur way, spirits were high and there was much practical joking. Morris designed a suit of armour and had it made by a local blacksmith as a reference for his own mural.


  Burne-Jones later recounted with amusement what happened when the helmet first arrived from the forge. Morris tried it on and was unable to lift the visor. Looking down from his vantage point in the gallery, Burne-Jones saw Morris ‘embedded in iron, dancing with rage and roaring inside’. Morris was much more satisfied with the mail coat when it was finished and wore it at dinner.


  The Oxford Union murals, brilliantly coloured and boldly drawn, were a technical disaster. Soon after the work was completed, it began to deteriorate because the surface had not been properly prepared. Morris went on to paint the ceiling with a twining pattern of leaves and stems. In 1875 he was asked back to the Union to redecorate.


  Artists working on the murals modelled for each other, but female models were harder to come by. One evening at the theatre Rossetti was struck by the extraordinary beauty of a young woman. He asked her to model and she agreed, posing for him as Guenevere and for Morris as Iseult. Morris fell deeply in love.


  Jane Burden, an ostler’s daughter, was the personification of the Pre-Raphaelite ideal. In the slang of the day, she was a ‘stunner’. Her slender figure, thick wavy black hair and pale melancholy expression made a lasting impression on everyone who saw her. Even then her particular type of beauty was so strongly associated with the Pre-Raphaelite vision that it was difficult to tell which came first, a fact noted by the novelist Henry James when he met her in 1869: ‘It’s hard to say whether she’s a grand synthesis of all the Pre-Raphaelite pictures ever made – or they a “keen analysis” of her – whether she’s an original or a copy. In either case she’s a wonder.’
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    Dante Gabriel Rossetti, photographed by Charles Dodgson (Lewis Carroll) in 1863, the year after the death of his wife Lizzie Siddal, a Pre-Raphaelite model and aspiring artist. Rossetti was stricken by guilt and grief at her death, which was thought to be suicide.

  


  Jane was the subject of Morris’s only painting in oils, La Belle Iseult. By 1858 he proposed marriage and she accepted. In April 1859 they were married at Oxford.


  To some of Morris’s friends they made an unlikely pair. Morris, who had been given the nickname ‘Topsy’ at Oxford because of his unruly mop of black hair, was untidy, violently energetic and prone to sudden rages of frustration. His friend Webb later told May, Morris’s daughter: ‘When a difficult point arose your Father would beat his head with his fists, till I thought it would stun him.’


  By contrast, Jane (‘Janey’ throughout her life to family and friends) was quiet and languid. Like many Victorian ladies, she enjoyed poor health. It is likely that at the time of her marriage she was already in love with Rossetti; Rossetti, although engaged to Lizzie Siddal, may already have returned her affections. The anguish their relationship caused was to blight Morris’s family life.


  In 1859, however, these difficulties were in the future. Morris had just published The Defence of Guenevere and Other Poems, dedicated to Rossetti, and considered by many critics today to be his best work of poetry. The same year, he commissioned Webb to design a house, a venture which marked the true beginning of Morris’s career and a turning point in the decorative arts in Britain.
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  RED HOUSE


  In 1860 William and Jane Morris began their married life together in Red House. Soon it became the weekend retreat for the newly married Rossetti and Lizzie Siddal and Edward and Georgiana Burne-Jones, and for Webb, Charles Faulkner and his sisters. Morris’s two daughters, Jenny and May, were born there in 1861 and 1862.


  Webb’s first commission, Red House, Bexleyheath, Kent (then about ten miles from London) marks an important stage in the development of English domestic building. ‘More a poem than a house, but admirable to live in too’, according to Rossetti, it was functional yet romantic, and ‘very medieval in spirit’, just as Morris had intended. According to John Mackail, Morris’s biographer, the house was so skilfully sited by Webb that, although it stood in an orchard, hardly any trees had to be cut down and ‘apples fell in at the windows as they stood open on hot autumn nights’. The planning, layout and decoration of Red House are described in more detail in the following chapter but here it is important to note that Morris believed attractive surroundings were a vital stimulus for producing good work. Red House was not only the ‘embodiment of dreams’ but a setting which would itself inspire and stimulate ideas.


  Like the studio at Red Lion Square, Red House was decorated and almost entirely furnished through the communal efforts of Morris and his friends. Morris believed passionately that what was commercially available was debased and ugly: almost the only articles which he could bring himself to buy for the house were Persian carpets and Delft china. Webb designed much of the furniture for Red House, from the massive oak dining table to copper candlesticks. The settle from Red Lion Square was installed in the drawing room, whose walls were decorated with murals painted by Burne-Jones. Morris designed wallhangings which were embroidered by his wife and Lizzie Siddal. In the bedroom, the hangings featured a daisy motif, inspired by an illuminated manuscript Morris had seen in the British Museum. With Burne-Jones, Morris also designed stained glass, a decorative departure for domestic buildings.
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    A pen and ink sketch of Morris and his two little daughters, drawn by Burne-Jones about 1865. Burne-Jones made similar drawings of Morris – affectionate caricatures – all through their friendship.
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    Jane Morris, posed by Rossetti but photographed by a professional photographer, in the garden of Rossetti’s London home in Cheyne Walk, summer 1865, shortly before the Morrises left Red House and moved to Queen Square. At this time, Jane also posed for drawings, possibly intended as studies for an oil portrait. Over the next few years, the mutual attraction between Rossetti and Jane deepened.
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  THE FIRM


  The decoration and furnishing of Red House soon led Morris and his friends to the idea that they should set up as an artists’ cooperative, producing all kinds of decorative work by hand on a commercial basis. Morris, Marshall, Faulkner and Co. – ‘Fine Art Workmen’ – was established in 1861 with seven founder members who included, as well as the named partners, Rossetti, Burne-Jones, the Pre-Raphaelite painter Ford Madox Brown and Webb. Premises were taken at Red Lion Square, with an office, showroom, workshops and a small kiln for glass-making and firing tiles.


  Under-capitalized but with high ideals, the ‘Firm’ launched itself with a prospectus proclaiming the importance of the work of artists in design and decoration and setting out areas of specialization, including mural painting, carving, stained glass, metal work and furniture making. Initially the greatest demand was ecclesiastical, and they found a steady market for stained glass, tiles and church hangings to complement the medieval character of the new Gothic revival churches. In 1862 the Firm won two gold medals for their exhibits at the International Exhibition, South Kensington Museum (later the Victoria and Albert Museum). The stained glass in particular was so successful that it was initially thought to be original medieval work and there were calls for it to be disqualified.
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    One of the Firm’s first commissions was to design stained glass for All Saints, Selsley, Gloucestershire in 1862. The architect of the new church, G F Bodley, commissioned the Firm to do the work after admiring the stained glass they showed at the International Exhibition. Six of the nine roundels in this window are by Morris, including Christ in Majesty.
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    An angel with a dulcimer, 1882, from St Peter and St Paul, Cattistock, Dorset. The Firm’s distinctive stained glass work was a return to the spirit of the great medieval tradition, using bold outlines and a mosaic of pure colour for a rich, glowing effect. Morris’s instinctive colour sense was invaluable in this respect; although Burne-Jones, Webb and Rossetti drew many of the figures and animals in the Firm’s designs, Morris was responsible for turning those drawings into stained glass, choosing the colours and setting the leaded lines.
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    The Flowerpot, designed by Morris and worked by May in about 1880, in silk and gold on a linen ground. The panel was available in kit form from Morris and Co, to be made up at home into a cushion cover or firescreen. Embroidery was an important part of the output of the Firm from the very beginning.

  


  In stained glass, as in the other areas of decoration with which he became concerned, Morris was quick to grasp and master the potential of the medium, instinctively knowing what the material could do best. Morris supplied glass for over four hundred buildings during his lifetime but the best examples date from this early period, when he designed more than one hundred windows himself as well as providing backgrounds for Burne-Jones’s figures and Webb’s animals. The Firm returned to the medieval notion of using coloured glass in a mosaic to tell a story, rather than merely painting on to glass. Its use of pure colour, strong outline and detail was much
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