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INTRODUCTION 

Occasionally there appears a person whose prodigious tal
ents force us to stand back in awe. Maybe the person is a poet, maybe 
a pjanist, maybe an inventor, a research scientist, an athlete, a potter. 
But rarely do we find someone in our midst who excels in many fields, 
whose seemingly unending vigor reflects vision, intellect. learning, 
skill, and craft. 

Such was the man William Monis: painter, poet, translator, 
designer, decorator, craftsman, manufacturer, businessman, printer, 
artist, socialist, reformer, husband, father, friend. To honor this life 
and commemorate the hundredth anniversary ofrus death, the Special 
Collections Library has mounted this exhibit. Included are first and 
early editions, descriptions and photos of his art, and a fine array of 
books from his Kelmscott Press. The story describes one of the great 
Victorians, a man who was at once a dreamer and idealist as well as 
a realist and pragmatist. At the time of his death, his attending 
physician is said to have remarked that here lived a man who 
accomplished "more work than most ten men." 

The exhibit is the result of many contributors. Special thanks 
are due to the three curators: James Blenko (Morris as Writer), 
Kathleen Dow (B iography and Morris as Craftsman and Manufac
turer), and Kathryn Beam (Morris as Socialist and Printer). In 
addition, other Library staff have provided essential services: Mark 
Chaffee for sjgn and brochure preparation, Shannon Zachary and 
Caroline Duroselle-Melish for constructing book supports, Edward 
Weber for consultation regarding English socialism, and Matt Navarre 
and Paul Feschyn for color photoreproduction and matting. The 
Special Collections Library is especially grateful for funding support 
from the Department of English Language and Literature, particularly 
Professors George Bornstein and Theresa Tinkle. 



CASEl 

William Morris, poet, artist, craftsman, and political activist, 
was born in Walthamstow, Essex, on March 24,1834. He was the son 
of William and Erruna (nee Shelton) Morris, whose affluence was 
enhanced by successful speculation in the 1840s in a British copper
mining endeavor. The fruits of this investment formed the basis for 
the younger Morris's inheritance, which provided him with the means 
to pursue a lifelong search for the ideal in art and life. 

After enjoying a comfortable childhood, Morris's fonnal 
education began. This included preparatory school at Marlborough 
College and private tutoring, both of which developed his interest in 
history and the Classics. Young Morris matriculated at Exeter 
College, Oxford, in January 1853, with the intention of studying for 
the Church. 

The idea of taking holy orders fell by the wayside as Morris's 
horizons expanded and he became exposed to the art criticism of John 
Ruskin (1819-1900) and the social criticism of Thomas Carlyle 
(1795-1881). Ruskin's seminal masterpiece, The Stones of Venice 
(1851), in its reverence for the medieval, presents the Gothic aesthetic 
as the paragon of beauty. Particularly in the case of architecture, 
Ruskin writes of the beautiful and artful as being interwoven within 
the fabric of daily life, not reserved for the hallowed halls of the 
museum or the homes of the wealthy and aristocratic. This philoso
phy was embraced and applied by Morris in the creation of his crafts, 
writings, and books. Carlyle's vehement denunciation of the effects 
of the Industrial Revolution on the English people and the crass 
materialism and capitalistic tendencies of the bourgeoisie was also 
absorbed by Morris. Especially in works such as Past and Present 
(1843), Carlyle's socialistic tendencies point to Morris's social con
cerns and his later involvement in the Democratic Federation and the 
founding of the Socialist League and the Hammersmith Socialist 
Society. 
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John Ruskin. The Stones of Venice. London: Smith, Elder, and Co., 
1851-1853. 

Ruskin's masterwork is open to volume I, chapter 2, which 
extols "The Virtues of Architecture." The facing page is the conclu
sion of chapter 1 wherein Ruskin Jaments church-dominated architec
tural design and the "baseness of the schools of architecture and nearly 
every other art, which have for three centuries been predominant in 
Europe." 

Thomas Car1y1e. Past and Present. London: Chapman and Hall, 
1843. 

This opening presents a particularly vehement passage in 
which Carly Ie denounces the materialism and moral corruption wrought 
by the effects of the Industrial Revolution in England. 

While at Oxford, Morris met artist Edward Burne-Jones 
(1833-1898), and an intimate and lifelong friendship began. Together 
they traveled in Europe, and by 1857 they became seduced by the 
beauty and philosophy of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. The Pre
Raphaelites, formed in 1847, espoused the grace, naturalism, simplic
ity, and romanticism which they saw as integral to the creative output 
of the Late Gothic and Early Renaissance periods, before the intelJec
tual classicism of the High Renaissance exemplified by the works of 
Raphael (1483-1520). The key figures in the original Brotherhood 
were Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-1882), William Holman Hunt 
(1827-1910), and John Millais (1829-1896). 

Rossetti cast the most influence over the others, and this 
arrangement continued when the first Pre-Raphaelite Brotherho'od 
dispersed and a second group of artists and writers gathered around 
him, attracted again by his charm, charisma, and vision. Of this group, 
it was Burne-Jones who continued the stylistic tendencies of Rossetti, 
extending the Pre-Raphaelite period of painting. And it was Morris 
who found expression for Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood values in 
poetry and crafts. 
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Dante Gabriel Rossetti. The Tune of the Seven Towers. Watercolor. 
1857. Reproduced from William Morris, edited by Linda Parry. 
London: Philip Wilson Publishers for the Victoria and Albert 
Museum, 1996. 

This painting is an example of the Pre-Raphaelite ideals of 
beauty in subject and physiognomy. In this case, a reference is being 
made to Arthurian legend and the encounter at the fortress of the 
Seven Towers in Constantinople during the quest for the Holy Grail. 

William Morris. Lo. Belle Iseult. Oil on canvas, 1858. Reproduced 
from William Morris Today. London: The Institute for Contem
porary Arts, 1984. 

Jane Burden, later Morris's wife, here acts as the model for 
the legendary medieval adulteress, Isolde. This is his only known 
completed work in oil, which caused Morris such frustration that he 
scrawled on the back of the canvas, "1 cannot paint you, but I love 
you." 

Rossetti and B urne-J ones first recognized Jane's features as 
epitomizing the romantic Pre-Raphaelite ideal of feminine beauty 
and, consequently. her potential as a model. But it was Morris who 
married her in 1859. Jane's beauty appealed to Morris's aesthetic 
sensibility, while her working class background appealed to his belief 
in the ideal of a classless, egalitarian society. These attractions, 
however, failed to sustain a harmonious marriage. Despite rearing 
two daughters, Jenny (1861-1935) and May (1862-1938), the rela
tionship was fiddled with infidelity and unhappiness. Most notable 
was the distress caused by Jane's affairs with Rossetti and the poet, 
adventurer, and wealthy radical, Wilfred Scawen Blunt (1840-1922). 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti. The Daydream. Oil on canvas, 1880. 
Reproduced as the frontispiece for Lucien Pissarro' s Rossetti. 
London: T.e. & E.C. Jack. ca.1908. 

This is a late example of one of Rossetti's many paintings of 
Jane in the moody, romantic, Pre-Raphaelite mode. 
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Upon leaving Oxford in 1856, Morris began an apprentice
ship with the well-known Gothic Revival architect, George Edmund 
Street (1824-1881). Although he stayed for almost a year, the pull of 
Rossetti was too great, and he became convinced that he should join 
Burne-Iones in London in order to pursue the life of a painter. As 
whimsical as it may sound, it was their difficulties in finding aestheti
cally pleasing yet functional furniture for their new home at 17 Red 
Lion Square which led Morris and Burne-Jones to enlist architect 
Philip Webb (1831-1915) to design some pieces, while Rossetti was 
called upon to collaborate on medieval decorative motifs. This 
marked the beginning of Morris's career in the decorative arts. 

The group that gathered at Red Lion Square was in large part 
the same as those who participated in the design and construction of 
Morris's Red House at Upton, Kent. Philip Webb designed the very 
un-Victorian structure, which, in the pursuit of ideal furnishings, gave 
birth to Morris, Marshall) Faulkner & Co. "The Finn" was Morris's 
answer to providing finely made, visually pleasing, functional. and, in 
theory, affordable furnishings (see Cases 2,3, 7, and 8). 

The Red House. Upton, Bexley Heath, Kent. Designed by Philip 
Webb, 1859. Reproduced from Paul Thompson, The Work 0/ 
William Morris. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991. 

These exterior and interior views of Morris's home from 
1859 to 1865 show Webb's desire to break away from contemporary 
architecture by jux.taposing a variety of architectural shapes and 
angles. The name, Red House, was given to it because of the use of 
red brick without stucco, a startling novelty in those days. 

The Burne-Jones and Morris Families. The Grange, Fulham, 1874. 
Photo graph reproduced from Fiona MacCarthy, William Morris: 
A Life/or our Time. London: Faber & Faber, 1994. 

Back row, left to right: William Morris, Edward Burne
Jones, Edward Richard Jones (Burne-lones's father), Philip Burne
Jones (Burne-lones's son). 

Front row, left to right: May Morris, Jane Morris, Margaret 
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Burne-Jones (Burne-lones's daughter), Jenny Morris, Georgiana 
Burne-lanes (Burne-Jones's wife). 

The decades of the 18605 and 1870s saw Morris at his most 
active in writing and translating (see Cases 4 and 6), in developing the 
business of "The Firm," and in studying and creating illuminated 
manuscripts in an attempt to revive the art of calligraphy. The 1870s 
also saw Morris become a public activist for both cultural and social 
causes. He helped found the Society for the Protection of Ancient 
Buildings to stave off ruinous restoration or outright destruction of 
early English buildings. Morris became a leader of the Eastern 
Question Association, formed to protest Turkish treatment of Chris
tian minorities in their European provinces, and in 1883, he joined the 
Democratic Federation, followed by memberships in various branches 
of the socialist movement (see Case 9). 

The final years of Morris's full life were devoted to the 
revival of fine printing. His lifelong love of books and interest in 
typography combined with fellow socialist Emery Walker's knowl
edge of printing gave birth to his beloved KelmscottPress in 1891 (see 
Cases 10 - 14). The Press issued fifty-three books which were the 
culmination of Morris's constant pursuit of the ideal The last few 
years of his life were plagued by exhaustion, diabetes, tuberculosis, 
and finally kidney failure. He died in London on OClober 3, 1896. 
But, as George Bernard Shaw wrote several days later, "You can lose 
a man like that by your own death, but not by his. And so, until then, 
let us rejoice in him." 

Edward Burne-Jones and William Morris. The Grange, Fulham, 
ca.1893. Reproduced from Paul Thompson, The Work of William 
Morris. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991. 

One of the last photographs of the lifelong comrades and 
creative associates. As Morris's health continued to fail during the 
last year of his life, Burne-lones wrote that he felt "very frightened ... 
the ground beneath one is shifting." 
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Elbert Hubbard. This then is a William Morris book, being a little 
journey by Elbert Hubbard, & some letters, heretofore unpub
lished, written to his friend & fellow worker, Robert Thomson, 
all throwing a side-light, more or less, on the man and his times. 
East Aurora, NY: The Roycrofters, 1907. 

This posthumous tribute was written and printed by Elbert 
HUbbard, who was influenced by Morris's Kelmscott Press produc
tions. The volume is opened to the poignant closing of Hubbard's 
essay. 

eASE 2 

"THE FIRM" 

Moms, Marshall, Faulkner & Co. was founded in 1861 as a 
direct result of the design, decoration, and furnishing requirements of 
Morris's home, the Red House. Morris's dislike of almost everything 
that couJd be bought ready-made and his distaste for the prevailing 
aesthetic, shared by his creative circle, suggested the need to form an 
artistic association. In addition to Morris, the founding members 
included Peter Paul Marshal1, Charles Faulkner, Ford Madox Brown, 
Philip Webb, Edward Burne-lones, and Dante Gabriel Rossetti. 

The company prospectus, issued in April 1861 ,reads in part: 

Morris, Marshall, Faulkner and Company, Fine Art Work
men in Painting, Carving, Furniture and the Metals. 

The growth of Decorative Art in this country owing to the 
effort of EngJish Architects has now reached a point at which 
it seems desirable that Artists of reputation should devote their 
time to it. Although no doubt particular instances of success 
may be cited, still it mustbe generally felt that attempts of this 
kind hitherto have been crude and fragmentary. 

... The Artists whose names appear above hope by associa
tion to do away with this difficulty .... They have therefore now 
established themselves as a firm, for the production, by 
themselves and under their supervision of -
I. Mural Decoration. either in Pictures or in Pattern work, 
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or merely in the arrangement of colours , as applied to dwelling 
houses, churches, or public buildings. 
Ii. Carving generally, as applied to Architecture. 
iii. Stained Glass, especially with reference to its harmony 
with Mural Decoration. 
iv. Metal Work in all its branches, including Jewellery. 
v. Furniture, either depending for its beauty on its own 
design on the application of materials hitherto overlooked, or 
on irs conjunction with Figure and Pattern Painting. Under 
this head is included". every article necessary for domestic 
use. 
It is only requisite to state further, that work of all the above 
classes will be estimated for and executed in a business-like 
manner; and it is believed that good decoration, involving 
rather the lUXUry of taste than [he lUXUry of costliness, will be 
found to be much less expensive than is generally supposed. 

"The Finn," as the company was commonly known, upheld 
the principles of medieval craftsmanship, in contrast to contemporary 
mechanization and industrialization. These principles included the 
ideal of the workman-artist, who conceived and executed his or her 
own work. The motto of the company was best summarized in 
Morris's own words: "Have nothing in your houses which you do not 
know to be useful or believe to be beautiful." 

In practice, "The Firm" concentrated on producing stained 
glass (secular and religious), furniture, textiles, and wallpapers, and 
commissioned interior designs, although all of the furnishings men
tioned in the prospectus were at some point created. Cases 3, 7, and 
8 show a small sample of the creative output of the company. 

Oxford Union Debating Hall. Reproduced from William Morris, 
edited by Linda Parry. London: Philip Wilson Publishers for the 
Victoria and Albert Museum, 1996. 

Several years before the formal organization of the "The 
Firm," a preliminary creative collaborative effort was made when 
Moms, Rossetti, and Burne-Jones impetuously offered to decorate 
for free the walls of the Oxford Union Debating Hall. They, and a few 
other minor Pre-Raphaelite artists. were taken with the heavy neo
Gothic architectural shapes and the widespread use of sculptural 
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decoration with a nature motif found in the newly-built structure. The 
wall-paintings depict a series of scenes from Malory's "Marte 
d'Arthur". Due to faulty fresco technique, the paintings regularly 
require restoration work. 

Merton Abbey. Reproduced from William Morris, edited by Linda 
Parry. London: Philip Wilson Publishers for the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, 1996; and, Paul Thompson, The Work of Will· 
iam Morris. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991. 

By the late 1860s, it became evident that "The Finn" needed 
a facility larger than its London location to handle production. Merton 
Abbey, an old textile-printing plant near Wimbledon, was chosen in 
part for its location on the River WandIe. The top photograph shows 
bolts of cotton being washed in preparation for printing. In the lower 
left comer, the indigo-discharge fabric printing is in progress (see 
Case 8). In the lower right, workers operate tapestry looms. Below 
on the right is shown the Abbey's carpet weaving looms; and, on the 
left, hand-printing of chintzes. The carved wooden blocks used in this 
process are similar to those used by Jeffrey and Company in printing 
Morris's wallpapers (see Case 7). 

Wall Cabinet, 1862 and Cabinet and Chair, ca.1865. Produced by 
Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co. Reproduced from Ray 
Watk.inson, William Morris as Designer. New York: Reinhold 
Publishing, 1967. 

As a result of Morris's frustration in finding sujtable and 
pleasing furnishings for the Red House, furniture design became one 
of the first areas of concentration for the artists/designers. The 
cabjnet, designed by Philip Webb, presents three recurring design 
elements: the curving hood, the body of the piece supported by thick, 
carved legs, and painted scenes. The painting on this piece was done 
by William De Morgan. The "Morris" chair represents the ubiqui
tous, rush-seated, black-painted, and inexpensive chair designed by 
William Morris. The chairs were produced well into the middle part 
of this century. 
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Morris & Co. Storefront. Reproduced from A Brief Sketch of the 
Morris Movement and of the Firm founded by William Morris. 
London: Privately printed for Morris and Company, 1911. 

The company consistently lost money through the years, and 
was sustained with Morris's income. In 1875, Morris, Marshall, 
�F�a�~�l�k�n�e�r� & Co. became simply Morris & Co. as Morris reorganized 
and bought out the other owner-members. Rossetti, Marshall, Faulkner, 
Webb, and Madox Brown all severed ties with Morris, while Bume
Jones remained a creative collaborator and friend. Though "The 
Finn" continued, Morris shifted emphasis to wallpaper, textiles, tiles, 
and other furnishings with which he could utilize his considerable 
skill in design. 

1 Holland Park, London. Interior decoration by Morris & Co., 
1890s. Reproduced from William Morris, edited by Linda Parry. 
London: Philip Wilson Publishers for the Victoria and Albert 
Museum, 1996. 

The original albumen prints -document the results of the 
company's interior design commissioned by A. A. Ionides for his 
home at 1 Holland Park. It is rare to encounter photographic 
docum'entation of Morris's efforts in domestic decoration in situ. 
Shown is one of the house's sitting rooms. 

CASE 3 

STAINED GLASS 

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, a good number 
of English churches had been purged of stained glass, due to the 
Protestant preference for austere interiors. Thus, Morris, Marshall, 
Faulkner & Co.' s foray into the design and production of stained glass 
filled a need and dovetailed with Morris's interest in reviving medi
eval aesthetics in decoration. Though "The Finn" was not the first in 
the revival as a whole, it was the first to duplicate successfully some 
of the techniques of medieval window production. Others simply 
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painted mass-produced sheet glass. which was not satisfactory to 
purists. 

Throughout the years of stained glass window production, 
Morris oversaw the design and the subsequent translation into a 
cartoon with divisions marked for the lead framing. He also directed 
the craftsmen's assembly of the glass and lead, ensuring fidelity to the 
cartoon. Equally important to the overall beauty and uniformity of 
company-produced windows was Morris's, and for a time Philip 
Webb's, self-imposed responsibility for all backgrounds. As can be 
seen in these examples, this applies literally to the background itself, 
but also impacts the overall design of the window and the placement 
of the artist-designed figure or scene. 

The Good Shepherd, ca.1857 - I 861. Stained glass window designed 
by Edward Burne-Jones for the Congregational Church (later, the 
United Reformed Church), Maidstone, England. Reproduced 
from William Morris, edited by Linda Parry. London: Philip 
Wilson Publishers for the Victoria and Albert Museum, 1996. 

An example of one of the first stained glass windows 
designed by Burne-Jones is this biblical subject interpreted through 
Pre-Raphaelite sensibilities: medieval dress, introspective or moody 
countenance, and lush stylized foliage. Shown are the watercolor and 
ink cartoon on the right, while on the left is the fully realized painted 
and stained glass window. 

Angel Seated on the Empty Tomb (left), Three Marys at the 
Empty Tomb (right), and Pelican on Nest (roundel), 1862. 
Designed by William �M�o�r�r�i�s�~� Commissioned for S1. Michael and 
All Angels (east windows, south aisle), Brighton. Reproduced 
from Albert Charles Sewter, The Stained Glass of William Morris 
and His Circle. New Haven: Published for the Paul Mellon 
Centre for Studies in British Art by Yale University Press, 1974. 

The Gothic Revival church of St. Michael and All Angels, 
designed by George Frederick Bodley, was one of the company's first 
church commissions. The Three Marys is an example of one of 
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