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 William Morris:

 poet, prophet and upholsterer
 FIONA MACCARTHY

 Delivered to the Society on Wednesday 2 November 1994, with
 Professor Christopher Fray ling, Pro-Rector, Royal College of Art,

 in the Chair

 THE chairman: Shortly after William Morris died - in
 1896, almost a hundred years ago - he was described by his
 fellow craftsman and polemicist Walter Crane, who was then
 Principal of the Royal College of Art, as not just a single
 person but 'six distinct personalities'. These personalities were
 author and poet, artist and craftsman, printer and
 calligrapher, socialist and conservationist, businessman, and
 private individual. The architect Norman Shaw summarised
 Walter Crane's six personalities by calling Morris, and I
 quote, 'a great man who somehow delighted in floral
 wallpapers'.

 Most books about Morris written during this century have
 tended to emphasise just one of these personalities. In recent
 years, the political activist, the pioneer of modern design, and
 the hard-headed businessman who somehow also remained a

 'dreamer of dreams', have been the front-runners. I was
 reminded of just how varied Morris's posterity has been
 when, on a visit to Shanghai Institute of Chemical
 Technology to give a lecture on design education a couple of
 years ago, I was asked just one question after the presentation
 was over: 'Was it true', inquired an elderly teacher, 'that Mrs
 Thatcher had banned the complete works of William Morris
 because they were too radical?' I replied in some confusion
 that actually most of his major texts were still in print, so far
 as I knew, but that Morris tended nowadays to be associated
 in the public mind more with the genial world of wallpaper
 and textiles than with Karl Marx. It transpired that the
 questioner, who seemed very perplexed by my reply, was in
 the process of translating the complete works into Chinese.
 He had completed 12 volumes and so, he added with

 surprising relish, he only had 12 more to go. It was evidently
 a labour of love. He'd already, he said with understandable
 pride, translated the complete works of John Ruskin.

 I can think of no one more qualified to write a major new
 biography of William Morris, one which examines all of
 those six personalities, than Fiona MacCarthy. She herself is
 one of the pioneers of British design history. Her books A
 History of British Design, published 22 years ago, British Design
 since 1880, published in 1982, and Eye for Industry on the work
 of the Royal Designers for Industry, have mapped out an
 entirely new area of study and scholarship and led the way
 for countless more specialised pieces of research to follow in
 her wake. She is also a sympathetic but by no means
 uncritical historian of the arts and crafts period. Her books
 The Simple Life: C. R. Ashbee in the Cotswolds and Eric Gill
 have reinterpreted the lives of Ashbee and Gill for the post
 1960s generation.

 She is a former design correspondent of The Guardian and
 is now a regular reviewer, especially of biographies, for The
 Observer: a week or two ago, for example, she got very
 angry about a new biography of Sylvia Plath. Above all, and
 this is - sad to say - unusual among commentators on design,
 she is a very gifted writer who seems fascinated by the effect
 of places and incidents and relationships on the individual
 artists and designers she is studying. They come over as
 people as well as practitioners. Her new biography has taken
 over five years of research, including journeys in the
 footsteps of William Morris from Normandy in search of
 Gothic churches, to Iceland in search of the Volsungs, as well
 as close examination of those 24 volumes, in English.

 William Morris made the last public speech of his life
 here in this building, perhaps on this very platform. It
 was a speech against the Abuses of Public Advertising,
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 given on 3 1 January 1 896, eight months before he died.
 Morris, at this early stage, had diagnosed the dangers to
 the countryside and townscape of uncontrolled com-
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 mereiai advertising, spreading like the measles. He had
 an acute, almost painful, love of landscape and wrote
 and spoke with passion in defence of the environment:
 it is one of many attitudes that links him to our time.
 And of course, to Morris the great Socialist - who, as
 Bernard Shaw once put it, took to Socialism like Poe
 took to drink - commercial advertising was a real
 social evil, lulling and cajoling. Inertia selling was a
 kind of torture to someone so hyper-energetic. 'Damn
 fools! Damn pigs!' Morris had a habit on the platform
 of pulling hairs out singly from his great prophetic
 beard.

 The Society of Arts (as it was then) gave him a
 handsome obituary, perhaps a little guarded on the red
 flag politics, but pointing out clearly - and truthfully -
 that his main work in life was his great attempt to bring
 art into the daily life of the people. In talking about
 Morris, I want to explore in what sense art was so
 important to him in his daily life and in the evolution of
 his political theories. It is the thing that makes him an
 original. It is also the element his political allies and
 supporters have often found so baffling: there has been
 that fatal rift in British left wing culture, almost a
 conscious negation of aesthetics. And in my five years
 of research on William Morris, it's the thing I have
 found most endlessly intriguing: Morris's quest for
 wholeness , for synthesising the extremes of experience.

 He wanted to integrate art with industrial produc-
 tion, the visual with the verbal, the city with the
 country, the present with the past, the public and the
 personal moralities. Most of all he was concerned with
 proper human occupation, whether going under the
 name of work or play. In the late 20th century
 throughout the West this is our urgent problem.
 Technological advance has made ordinary skill and
 modest pride in work redundant. But as we have
 discovered in recent years so painfully redundancy of
 people carries with it the threat of disconnection from
 life.

 How to capture in one volume this extraordinary
 figure, so familiar and stalwart (Burne-Jones carica-
 tured him as Henry VIII), and yet so full of contra-
 dictions, so evasive? Morris was not just by far the most
 inventive and productive of Victorian artist craftsmen,
 he was also one of the most popular and prolific poets of
 his period, regarded as on a par with Browning,
 Tennyson and Swinburne and even sounded out
 about becoming Poet Laureate on Tennyson's death.
 Simultaneously with running a successful decorating
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 and manufacturing business and a high profile London
 retail shop in Oxford Street, Morris was a steely and
 formidable political activist, one of the leaders of the
 early Socialist movement. The man who created those
 amiable wallpapers was a dangerous person. In the edgy
 atmosphere of London in the 1880s he was under
 constant police surveillance and was once even
 arrested for obstruction. (When the magistrate asked
 him what his profession was, Morris replied 'I am an
 artist, and a literary man, pretty well known, I think,
 through Europe'). At all the emotional highpoints of
 the revolutionary struggle - 'Bloody Sunday' in Tra-
 falgar Square in 1887, Alfred Linnell's funeral, Sergius
 Stepniak's memorial assembly outside Waterloo
 Station - we find William Morris there.

 Any new biographer of Morris begins with a
 daunting inheritance. So much - and so much that is
 substantial - has been written about him already. In my
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 copyright British Museum

 Pen and ink caricature of William Morris by Dante Gabriel Rossetti

 workplace in Derbyshire, a log cabin on the hillside
 (overlooking a cutlery factory, appropriately enough,
 for Morris is above all a maker) the shelves are weighted
 down with past books on William Morris. None I felt
 completely showed him as the rounded person: we
 have had the Marxist Morris, the Jungian Morris, the
 Freudian Morris, the feminist Morris. Now he is in
 danger of being appropriated by the Greens. I think the
 layers of theory have tended to obscure his 'whole' and
 wonderfully ebullient personality, the imaginative
 quality that still speaks to us today.

 Let us start, as I did, with the simple facts. Morris,
 born in 1834, came from a middle-class family living in
 Walthamstow, in what was then still rural Essex, in
 what he later called 'the ordinary bourgeois style of
 comfort'. The family then moved to the semi-palatial
 Woodford Hall. Morris's father, also William, was a
 rich man, with 'new money', a bill broker in the city.
 The family fortune, made in the 1 840s, was the result of
 speculation in copper mines in Devon, on the Tamar:
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 what we would now regard as blatant despoilation of
 the landscape, educated - at least partly by Morris - to
 that view.

 As a child, Morris was delicate and cosseted, fed on
 beef tea. He was petted by his two older sisters. He read
 books precociously: later he claimed to have started on
 Sir Walter Scott at four and to have read the complete
 oeuvre by the time he was seven. His three younger
 brothers formed a unit in the household, played
 together, fought together, joined the Army, went to
 India. The most successful, Arthur, who became a
 Colonel took part in the Second China War and was
 present at the Sack of Peking.

 From Morris's later accounts of that childhood, the
 small flashbacks in his poetry and letters, it seems to
 have been an education in domesticity unusual for an
 early Victorian child. He remembers the household
 routines and household objects, the scents of the
 garden, the detail of the flowers and already shows
 the signs of an unusual tactility. He holds things and he
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 strokes things. In a sense he is challenging the rules of
 masculinity. Already there are signs of the huge urge to
 make connections which came upon him later in his
 life.

 From Woodford Hall, the child rode out through
 Epping Forest, apparently wearing a miniature suit of
 armour. (Bernard Shaw attributed Morris's later bursts
 of petulance to his ridiculous spoiling as a boy.) In the
 forest, Morris found his way into small hidden quirky
 buildings, little churches, the strange half-timbered
 edifice known as Queen Elizabeth's Hunting Lodge.
 Already at this early age, he taught himself to look. This
 was the beginning of Morris's perception that land-
 scape is precious: the more industrially orientated a
 society, the more essential to preserve wide open spaces,
 a salve to the spirit, a remaining link with nature.
 Morris influenced the formation of the Commons

 Preservation Society, the Council for the Protection
 of Rural England, the Countryside Commission, the
 National Trust.

 His ideas on education were moulded by his own
 experience of learning, first at a dame school and then at
 Marlborough College. Morris referred to schools as
 'boy-farms', maintaining that at Marlborough he had
 learned nothing because nothing was taught.

 Everything he wrote and said about education later
 combated the intellectual lethargy he found in his own
 public school system, in those days so much a matter of
 learning facts by rote. Again he escaped, out into the
 countryside, discovering Avebury and Silbury Hill. He
 puts a persuasive case, in the 1890s, for unsystematic
 learning, education through experiencing, boys and
 girls together, in the parks, in summer camp sites:
 schooling, in News from Nowhere , is prophetic of the
 ethos of progressive schools of the inter-war period,
 and indeed the RSA's 'Education for Capability' cam-
 paigns. Morris makes the case for an eternal curiosity.
 Education as he sees it will be lifelong. Morris himself,
 externally speaking, aged quite rapidly. He looked like
 an ancient child by the age of about 50. But he was
 always responsive: alert, alive, emphatic. In defining
 the rights and indeed the needs of the middle-aged and
 elderly to go on acquiring knowledge he anticipates
 almost uncannily the policies of Third Age.

 In the research for a biography, or anyway the sort of
 biography I write, there are really three components:
 people, documentation and place. In my previous two
 books, lives first of C.R. Ashbee, then of Eric Gill, I
 relied very much on personal contacts, on series of
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 interviews, in building up a picture of vanished
 personalities and past events.

 Obviously in writing about Morris, I was entering
 the realms of the celestial interview. This made me more

 dependent on documentation: not just the 24 volumes
 of Collected Works , but the Morris collections in the
 British Library, the Bodleian at Oxford, the Fitzwilliam
 at Cambridge, the National Art Library, the William
 Morris Gallery at Walthamstow, the Institute of Social-
 ist History at Amsterdam. In those months, well no,
 actually years of close research, I had to bear in mind
 what Peter Ackroyd once said so discerningly about
 biography: that the ground may be well travelled but
 the biographer is always new. Going through these
 mountains of material - letters, secret diaries, contem-
 porary accounts - you are in fact perpetually coming
 upon new things, making personal connections, bring-
 ing your own discoveries and history to bear upon your
 subject's. On a good day, it can be tremendously
 exciting, rather nerve- wracking. You can never be
 quite certain what you'll find on the next page.

 Of course, Morris himself had a sense of place so
 acute as to be almost a disability, and in the research for
 this particular biography, the place component was
 especially strong. This sort of time-consuming foot-
 slogging biography has been becoming a little out of
 fashion. There has been an idea you can do it on
 computer. Biography by academic committee has
 been one of the inventions of our time. But with

 Morris certainly there is no substitute for getting
 there, for setting in motion a process of osmosis: the
 retrieval of personality through the experience of place.
 My files bulge with the records of more than a hundred
 visits. All of them helped. I found myself arriving at
 some approximation of feeling what he felt, seeing
 those stretches of England with his eyes.

 Morris's town and country landscapes loom into all
 his writings: his poetry, his novels, his political diatribes
 as much as his lectures on architecture and art. When

 one of his places was endangered, in the sense of being
 demolished or - like Oxford in his own time - crassly
 redeveloped, Morris felt it as a human grief. At Oxford
 as an undergraduate in the 1850s, at that time intended
 for the Church, Morris first came to define England as a
 nation to have hopes and fears for. He saw it, char-
 acteristically, as an amalgam of those individual known
 places, jumbled villages, eccentric churches, grey-stone
 manor houses. For Morris the vision of England was to
 be forever Kelmscott, in a way.

 RSA JOURNAL, MARCH 1995
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 Gothic was Morris's style, and one of my tasks as his
 biographer was following the route of the journey he
 took in 1855, when he was still an undergraduate,
 around the nine cathedrals and 24 Grade I Gothic
 Churches he saw in Northern France. These included

 Amiens and Chartres, Coutances, Beauvais, and (his
 favourite of all cathedrals) Rouen. Retracing his
 travels, with the texts of the letters he wrote home
 from those places, I was amazed by what seemed an
 almost innate sophistication ofjudgement in the young
 William Morris, then only 21. He could analyse the
 difference between 15 th and 13 th century Gothic
 architecture, knowing intellectually as well as instinc-
 tively that the more purist 13 th century Gothic was the
 one he loved.

 By the time they left France, he and his friend Ned
 (Edward) Burne-Jones had come to a definite decision.
 Burne-Jones would be a painter. Morris would be an
 architect. Together they would lead a 'crusade against
 the age'. It was to be a quest for rationality, simplicity
 and usefulness in manufactured products. Morris had
 already diagnosed the corruption and extravagance in
 British public taste. He had refused to enter the Great
 Exhibition of 1851. His disgust was with a system of
 commerce that drummed up demand for products
 nobody actually needed and supplied that demand
 with products manufactured cynically to the lowest
 standards feasible. Morris should have seen our con-

 temporary temples of consumption, the acreage of
 Metrolands and Meadowhalls.

 Morris's personal practical involvement in hand-
 making was his radical departure. He apprenticed
 himself for his architectural training to G. E. Street,
 one of the leading Victorian Gothicists, architect of the
 Law Courts in the Strand. Street was himself com-
 mitted to ideas of the architect as hand worker. He and

 his wife worked together on embroidery. His sister
 founded the Ladies Ecclesiastical Embroidery Society
 in 1854. Morris too began embroidery under Street's
 aegis. He was the true begetter of the subversive stitch.
 He taught embroidery to the women of his family and
 friends, actively encouraging the stretching of their
 talents: his daughter May became the most remarkable
 professional embroiderer of her generation.

 Then with an almost manic industriousness, he set
 out to rediscover lost techniques in the fabrication of, in
 succession: stained glass; illumination and calligraphy;
 textile dyeing, printing and weaving; high-warp
 tapestry. The last years of his life were spent in
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 Opening page from Kelmscott Press edition of 'A Dream of
 John Ball', 1892

 reviving hand printing at his own Kelmscott Press
 Handwork was for him a psychological necessity. His
 was an acute case of neurotic hyperactivity. He could
 not keep his hands still. Even at Marlborough, con-
 temporaries noted his compulsive 'netting' - making
 nets to trap birds or catch fish - with the strands
 attached to one of the schoolroom desks. Dr Oliver

 Sachs has made the case for Dr Johnson's having
 Tourette's syndrome, maintaining that his 'innumer-
 able strange rituals and compulsions', 'his enormous
 spontaneity, antics and lightning-quick wit had an
 organic connection with his accelerated motor impul-
 sive state'. Morris too had strange tics, peculiar jerkiness
 of action. He would wind himself round the legs of his
 chairs, putting pressure on them until they sprang apart
 and the chairs collapsed beneath him. It is possible to see
 in his half convulsive states of creativity something of
 the condition Sachs describes.
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 Royal Commission on Historic Monuments

 Kelmscott Manor from the south east

 He was certainly challenging accepted social patterns
 by involving himself deeply in the processes of hand-
 work. In that period, it was far from the normal
 occupation of the educated man. Here and there,
 among the thinking classes, people who read Ruskin,
 the subject was at least being raised. In Felix Holt the
 Radical (1866) George Eliot drew a hero who, although
 educated, deliberately chose the life of an artisan. The
 division of society into workmen, who used their
 hands, and gentlemen, who did not, was viewed by
 the acute as a cause of social evil, perpetrating class
 antagonisms.
 Morris had absorbed, as he acknowledged, much of

 Ruskin's dogma about work and creativity as he was
 later to comprehend the Marxist condemnation of
 'surplus value' capitalism and its destructive effect
 upon the workforce. Where Morris differed from
 the theoreticians was that he himself had workshops
 and a workforce. When he and his partners founded
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 'The Firm' - Morris, Marshall, Faulkner & Co. -
 they became employers, manufacturers, indeed sub-
 contractors, on a considerable scale. Later on at Merton
 Abbey, Morris employed 100 people. The theories had
 to be worked out in daily practice. The ideals had to
 make economic sense. To glimpse Morris in action,
 firm, convincing and still relevant, one only has to read
 one or two of his best lectures and essays: 'Useful Work
 versus Useless Toil'; 'A Factory as it Might be'.

 Morris never practised as an architect. But he
 collaborated with Philip Webb on Red House, the
 bright red brick building at Bexleyheath in Kent,
 designed for Morris on his marriage. One might see
 Morris as the ultimate creative client. Red House was

 Morris's dream dwelling, the house he described as
 'very mediaeval in spirit', based on the architectural
 style of the 13 th century. It is one of those great ironies
 inherent in Morris - one of the things that has made
 him to me such an endlessly fascinating subject - that
 this quasi mediaeval building with its simple solid
 structure, its wealth of visual detail, its internal
 fluencies (an early intimation of the open plan)
 became the model house, a great source of inspiration
 to many modern movement architects. Morris was not
 nostalgic. His immense and imaginative restlessness
 caused him to look back as a means of looking
 forward. In his novels, his poetry, his textiles, Morris
 time travels. He re-invents tradition, rediscovers the
 practical uses of the past.

 To Morris, still a young man, not yet 30, Red House
 was a deeply symbolic building. It had a monastic
 quality and an apartness, emphasised by the quadran-
 gular structure. At Red House there was a plan, which
 never in fact materialised, for workshops to be built
 around the courtyard which Burne-Jones and his
 family were to come and share, forming what was in
 effect an early artists' commune. As a writer I have
 always been particularly interested in artistic Utopias:
 Ashbee in Chipping Campden; Dartington in Devon
 (again formed around the quadrangle); and - now alas
 demolished - the Guild workshops grouped around
 the chapel at Ditchling, Eric Gill's so-called 'cell of
 good living in the chaos of the world'. What I like to
 pursue is the point at which the reality departs from the
 theory; the practical effects and the emotional tensions
 of creative communities; the pressures which arise
 when a group of highly-sensitive people are corralled
 in together. I am interested in why certain works of art
 emanate from particular sets of social circumstance:
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 what exactly makes people produce the things they do?
 And what one finds at Red House is a tremendous

 creative interaction, exploration of techniques, experi-
 ments in bold colour and unexpected texture, and an
 underlying seriousness: the knights embarking on the
 crusade against the age. We must remember that
 Morris and his friends were all young people and at
 Red House there was a sense of social daring, excite-
 ment, geniality. One of the potent images is of William
 Morris coming up from the cellar, beaming with joy,
 with his hands full of bottles of wine and more bottles
 tucked under both his arms.

 The young women were not in the shadows at Red
 House. They were working with the men. It was
 almost a scenario of equal opportunities. Morris
 always, I think, found the image of the woman as co-
 worker enormously attractive: there are many exam-

 ples in his poetry and stories of men and women
 haymaking together, building, carving the sculpture
 on the great Gothic cathedrals. In this Morris was
 issuing a challenge to the pattern of his own much
 more conventionally segregated family. Morris
 women were well upholstered. But the woman of his
 own Pre-Raphaelite circle wore flowing garments, the
 clothes of social protest. Red House was designed
 (purposely?) in such a way that women in crinolines
 could hardly squeeze through the narrow doors.

 Morris was conscious, and had been since his days as
 an Oxford undergraduate, of an immense weight of
 guilt towards the disadvantaged which he had to
 expiate. How far did this propel him into what
 turned out to be a tragically ill-judged marriage? One
 must not discount the sexual frisson produced by
 breaking through the accepted barriers of class, some-

 National Portrait Gallery

 Dante Gabriel Rossetti photographed with John Ruskin by
 W. K. D. Downey
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 Victoria & Albert Museum

 Dante Gabriel Rossetti: a study of Jane Morris for
 Llandaff Cathedral, pencil and ink
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 thing the Pre-Raphaelites were particularly prone to.
 Burne-Jones painted his beggar maid. Morris married
 his, Jane Burden, the dusky and gauntly beautiful
 daughter of the Oxford stablehand. The story of that
 strange and often agonising marriage has only been half
 told. Indeed the treatment of the marriage posed
 insuperable problems to J. W. Mackail, Morris's first
 biographer, a Civil Servant in the Education Depart-
 ment, later Professor of Poetry at Oxford, the son-in-
 law and nominee of the Burne-Jones family. Janey, still
 alive at the time Mackail was writing, was notoriously
 touchy about her lowly social origins: even within the
 family the subject was taboo. Nor were marital
 troubles in those days the subject matter of official
 biographies. As Mackail discovered more and more
 unpublishable details about the past amours of the older
 generation, he alternated between fascination and
 frustration: 'How extraordinarily interesting one
 could make the story, if one were going to die the
 day before it was published'.

 The full extent of Morris's unhappiness in marriage,
 and his fortitude and generosity in facing it, is only now
 being revealed, bit by bit and gradually, as the national
 libraries yield up their collections of confidential
 papers, under the 50-year embargo rule. In 1964 the
 British Museum's collection of letters from Dante

 Gabriel Rossetti to Jane Morris first became available
 for consultation. The sealed collection of Wilfrid

 Scawen Blunt's papers at the Fitzwilliam Museum in
 Cambridge was first opened in 1972. As these papers
 indicate, Rossetti and Blunt had been, in succession,
 Janey's lovers in Morris's lifetime. There is something
 curiously ironic about Janey's need to turn to two of the
 most notoriously fluent philanderers of the age.

 Reading her correspondence with Rossetti and with
 Blunt it becomes obvious that their male bravado and

 sexual attentiveness gave Janey a self-confidence that
 Morris, with his resistance to conventional 'maleness'
 and his multitude of energetic preoccupations, patently
 did not. What we do not know is when and how

 exactly he arrived at his ideas of the non-possessiveness
 of sexual relationships. By bitter force of circumstance?
 Or by a natural liberalising progression in his thought?
 In 1886 Morris wrote a famous letter on sexual

 relations, in which he insists that copulation is 'worse
 than beastly' unless it is the outcome of natural desires
 and kindliness, in effect abrogating the legally-enforce-
 able Victorian male insistence on marital rights. In
 his News from Nowhere , written four years later,
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 the marriage of the future is put over as a fluid
 but considerate arrangement, a blueprint for open
 marriage as tried in the 1960s. Sexual desire bloweth
 where it listeth; but Morris holds out the hope that after
 the acknowledged sexual breakdown of a marriage the
 partners could still live on as friends.

 The second of the subjects about which Mackail is
 noticeably reticent is the health of Morris's family. In
 this, and indeed almost all subsequent biographies, little
 is said about the fact that Jenny, the elder daughter, the
 solemn and intelligent child obviously destined for
 university, developed severe epilepsy in her mid-
 teens. Again this is partly the convention of the
 period. Physical debilities were not within the remit
 of the Victorian biographer. Mackail complained
 bitterly about the perpetual recurrence of reports in
 Morris's more intimate letters on the state of Jenny's
 health from day to day. He found this embarrassing.
 We now find it compelling, in another age, with
 different concepts of biography. It is just the intimate
 detail in the lêtters that indicate Morris's deep emo-
 tional involvement with his daughter, and the devas-
 tating effect on the whole household of Jenny's
 incurable and alarming illness. Morris was determined
 that Jenny should not feel 'invalided out' of society and
 he took it upon himself to keep her as far as possible in
 touch with real life. Posterity can feel grateful, for the
 fullest and most vivid accounts of his Socialist activities
 are in fact in the letters that he sent to her. And I think

 we can attribute to his intimate knowledge of Jenny's
 capacities the idea, very enlightened for its time, that
 the people written off by society as 'invalid' often
 develop other compensating faculties. In Morris's
 curious, fascinating late romances, the women who
 have fits are the prophets and the seers.

 Another fundamental subject which has never been
 investigated properly by Morris's biographers is that of
 his own intermittent rages and the trance condition
 these could trigger off. Morris hurling a Christmas
 pudding down the stairs because it was sub-standard;
 Morris threatening to throw one of his workmen in the
 dye vat. There are dozens of these episodes recounted
 by Mackail and others as a William Morris comedy
 routine. They were actually something serious and
 frightening. It was Bernard Shaw in a letter to The
 Observer in 1949 who first claimed in public that
 Morris himself suffered from a form of epilepsy,
 partial seizures. These rages were pathological in
 origin. He had always seemed unreasonably guilty
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 William Morris Gallery

 Jenny Morris, photographed by Robert Faulkner , London 1879

 about Jenny. The guilt was caused by his conviction she
 had inherited the illness. He felt himself to blame.

 There remains the mystery of the ill-health of Mrs
 Morris who took to the sofa in 1869, before she was 30,
 and never really left it. The details of her treatment at
 the German spa town of Bad Ems suggest her problems
 were gynaecological in origin. But the ease with which
 Janey could spring back into normal activity, with
 Rossetti or with Blunt, able suddenly to walk for many
 miles across the countryside, suggests her illnesses were
 also psychological.

 The effects of his invalid household upon Morris
 were complex and far-reaching. Undoubtedly it deep-
 ened his poetic imagination and his capacity for sym-
 pathy; it is plausible to argue that his domestic troubles
 sharpened his awareness of the unfortunate in general,
 helping to propel him into political activity.

 But at the same time his household of the ailing put
 obvious constraints on his own freedom of manoeuvre.

 RSA JOURNAL, MARCH 1995

 He has been much criticised, even ridiculed, for con-
 tinuing a comfortable middle-class existence while
 preaching Socialism. I am not so sure that what has
 seemed a basic flaw in him should not be regarded as
 something more heroic, an acceptance of the options
 actually open to him and a strength in enduring the
 inevitable tauntings. With such responsibilities there
 was a practical limit on to sacrifices for the Socialist
 Cause.

 Morris came to Socialism gradually but I think
 inevitably. During my five years of research for a
 book which became in itself almost an epic enter-
 prise, two places proved particularly vital to my
 understanding of this phase. One of these was Ice-
 land; the second, perhaps more surprisingly, was
 Leek. Morris went to Iceland twice in the early 1870s.
 He had by then begun on his translations of the sagas.
 He went ostensibly to tour the ancient saga sites. These
 were also voyages of testing-out, self exploration. In
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 1871, when he first set sail for Iceland, he had just taken
 Kelmscott Manor in a joint tenancy with Rossetti,
 establishing what was in effect an official menage a trois.
 He travelled, in a sense, as far away as possible from the
 lush pastures of Kelmscott, not certain if this was a
 situation he was going to be able to endure. What he
 found in Iceland was a strangely spectacular but
 frighteningly barren landscape, purple and orange
 sunsets, wild jagged rock formations, fiery-rimmed
 volcanoes, an extreme of poverty. He also found great
 human dignity, a thriving literary tradition, a rich
 inheritance of rural art and a sense of hopefulness
 against all the odds which never ceased to move him
 deeply. The small bright flowers still surviving on the
 soot-black fields of lava. Morris found himself in
 Iceland. Iceland was the place in which - coinciden-
 tally? - the narrative scheme for my biography, up to
 then a little muzzy, clarified itself.

 Leek was Morris's dystopia. He spent many weeks in
 this small textile town in Staffordshire a few years after
 Iceland, in the middle 1870s, teaching himself dyeing in
 a local textile works, retrieving lost techniques of
 vegetable dyeing. Morris disapproved strongly of the
 current dependence on chemical dyes, which took all
 the life out of the cloth. He achieved what he wanted,
 immersing himself up to the elbows in the dye vats,
 emerging like a Jumblie, alarming Madame Wagner
 (when he found himself seated beside her at a dinner
 party) because his hands were dyed indelibly blue. But
 Leek was another kind of education for him, his first
 experience of British industrial realities, things he had
 previously considered only in the abstract: industrial
 landscapes, commercial production, the pattern of
 loyalties within a small community, the man-master
 tradition, the innate conservatism of the British work-
 ing man. And in Leek Morris came to be confirmed in

 William Morris Gallery

 Printing chintzes at Morris & Company's Merton Abbey Workshops , i8gos
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 his despondency, the sense of sheer disgust at squan-
 dered opportunity that pours out in his later lectures and
 writings on production and art. He had seen in dreadful
 detail the damage caused to landscapes by uncontrolled
 factory production: poisoned air, polluted water,
 squalid industrial waste. These realities enraged him:
 'Why must Yorkshire and Lancashire rivers run mere
 filth and dye?' How modern Morris sounds.

 In 1877, Morris became honorary secretary of the
 society he more or less invented: the Society for the
 Protection of Ancient Buildings (known familiarly as
 SP AB). In his steady journey leftward, he had arrived at
 a new way of seeing buildings, a passionate and original
 synthesis of morality and art. Morris viewed archi-
 tecture as a kind of hands-on history, reading a building
 for what it could tell him of the community it sprang
 from and the lives of the masons and craftsmen who

 constructed it. He came to loathe Renaissance build-

 ings, seeing them as the expression of corrupt regimes:
 'change and ruin, and recklessness and folly'. He had a
 deep suspicion of the spurious and hybrid. We know
 only too well what Morris would have thought of late
 20th century post modernism.

 Perhaps the greatest of his legacies has been in
 awakening our consciousness of heritage. Morris
 showed the psychological perils of jettisoning known
 and loved landmarks, familiar groupings of buildings
 in the landscape, the framework of community. From
 his diatribes have sprung the network of conservation
 and amenity societies, the Civic Trust, English Heritage
 itself - though we cannot blame Morris for the travesty
 of Englishness, the plague of pot pourri shops, that has
 swept across the country.

 There is that other heritage of Morris's own arte-
 facts. I have often asked myself what constitutes the
 staying power of Morris's patterns: how is it that they
 still seem so fresh and usable almost a century after his
 death? I think it is a matter of their depth and their
 democracy. They have something of the direct emo-
 tional quality of Morris's demotic Socialist politics.
 They are suffused with a sense of real human experience
 and resilience, with suffering and love.

 It has always been quite easy to pick holes in William
 Morris. As with all great visionaries there are flaws in
 his arguments, for those who choose to find them. His
 practice did not by any means bear out his theories. His
 perfectionism as a designer, in insisting on excellence of
 materials and manufacture, meant that his products
 were forever beyond the reach of the majority. His
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 National Portrait Gallery

 William Morris photographed by Emery Walker in 1889

 own factory was not 'A Factory As It Might Be'. There
 is a kind of wilful blindness in his attitude to population
 growth and the new technologies. But the quarrel with
 Morris on such individual issues has been used by his
 detractors as a distraction from the vigour, and to
 many, the terror of his underlying message, which
 was the abandonment of capitalism itself and its
 replacement by more equitable, humane social struc-
 tures in which human occupations are not socially and
 financially divisive, in which there is a place for human
 creativity, in which human emotions are directly and
 unembarrassedly expressed. It is to this generous,
 immense and sweeping challenge that the Left in
 Britain has returned, with a curious compulsion,
 throughout the century. David Hare has taken up the
 William Morris theme magnificently in his National
 Theatre play Absence of War. In his purity and passion,
 he has been a pivotal figure, connecting socialist
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 collectivism in Britain back to its origins in early 19th
 century romantic libertarianism.
 It has been a strange and a salutary experience

 writing about Morris in a late 20th century industrial
 north of England in a condition of galloping decline.
 We have watched, in these past decades, the great steel
 works being abandoned, giant textile mills demolished,
 the once thriving urban landscape collapsing into
 barren wastelands, little heaps of rubble. Morris
 would have wept to see what this has meant in terms

 of unemployment, human bitterness and waste. But
 when you turn to his fiery diatribes you find that he still
 has the capacity to challenge and re-energise. It is a facet
 of his roaring productivity. When he died his doctor
 said that the disease that killed him was simply that of
 being William Morris 'and having done more work
 than most ten men'.

 ' William Morris: a life for our time ' by Fiona MacCarthy is
 reviewed on page 88.

 DISCUSSION

 THE CHAIRMAN: Pevsner referred to Morris as a pioneer of
 modern design but there is the paradox of him being very much
 a late Victorian figure who was interested in hard work. Do
 you think he is a pioneer of modern design or of modern craft?

 THE LECTURER: I find him both. We have to take into account

 his influence on the Bauhaus. The first Bauhaus manifesto

 seems pure Morris to me. But Morris would not have gone
 along with 20th century modernism in its later phases, in its
 urge to jettison the past. He believed that the past had to be
 absorbed and made use of.

 COLIN BANKS: There is the other paradox which you can see in
 Bexley, where the Red House is: the mass of timbered gables
 and false red roofs and bricks of all the suburban houses that
 now surround it. Some of this must be laid at the door of the

 Red House. Surely that is one of the awkward things we have
 to deal with concerning Morris architecturally.

 THE LECTURER: He would have felt this type of development
 was not morally proper in the sense of being not true to the
 materials, and that much of the toy-town development we see
 today was spurious and false. He would have wept to see a great
 deal of it.

 EDWARD CULLINAN (Architect): You cannot lay it all on
 Morris. Philip Webb had worked for George Edmund Street
 and he and Butterfield had been investigating the recapture of a
 simple brick architecture in countless vicarages and small
 schools for almost 20 years before the Red House. The Red
 House is a development, simplification, and reduction of a
 process which had been going on for many years. The other
 great route to modernism must be through Frank Lloyd
 Wright and his contemporaries in America. The plan of the
 Red House revolves round a stair, albeit on two floors, and that

 is incredibly predictive of the Ward Willits house and the early
 prairie homes of Frank Lloyd Wright.
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 PETER CORMACK (Deputy Keeper, William Morris Gallery):
 Is the question of Morris' influence after his death misleading?
 He would not have desired to have an influence. He had no

 confidence in the future of the Arts and Crafts movement, and
 thought of his own achievements as a kind of decadence
 because he was an individual and not part of the collective
 experience. He foresaw art dying completely, then the social
 revolution followed by the new art.

 THE LECTURER: Peter Cormack is a specialist on William
 Morris' stained glass. The glass was a great excitement and
 surprise to me. It is relatively inaccessible and it is shameful that
 people don't appreciate it more. But I would have thought that
 his work in this area had a pretty big public impact in the past
 century. What are your views?

 PETER CORMACK: It did have an enormous influence. My
 point is whether Morris would have wished that. He would
 have decried his influence; he felt that he was at the end of a

 tradition that was already well into decline. It is nevertheless
 unquestionable that his influence extended to Europe as well.

 THE CHAIRMAN: It is curious that in the 1890s, when he
 seemed to have broken away from the Arts and Crafts
 movement, he made a come-back and started joining up with
 the Art-Workers' Guild and the Exhibition Society. He came
 to a kind of integration in those last years. He felt that it was
 getting somewhere.

 PETER CORMACK: I would attribute that partly at least to the
 charm of individual disciples such as Lethaby . I would still say
 that ultimately Morris wanted the social revolution to take
 place and then to see what would come out of it.

 GILLIAN DARLEY (Vice-Chair, Society for the Protection of
 Ancient Buildings): Can you throw any light on the fact that
 Morris, the believer in communal enterprise and all other
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 forms of brotherhood, was so bad at keeping his partnerships
 and communal efforts going?

 THE LECTURER: Could Raymond Watkinson answer this
 question?

 RAYMOND WATKINSON (Former President, William Morris
 Society): What became William Morris and Company started
 as a loose collective in which different members of the

 partnership undertook specific work. However, they were not
 all equally imbued with the idea of the commune. I think that
 the first setting-up of Morris, Marshall, Faulkner and
 Company was a rape of Morris' original intention, committed
 by Dante Gabriel Rossetti. Morris did not intend a London
 enterprise. He intended an enterprise in the country which
 would be conducted primarily by himself but in partnership
 with Burne-Jones, with workshops at hand and other members
 of that group taking part as individuals.

 THE LECTURER: Morris had a longing for bands of
 brotherhood. He created them all through his life, but such
 groups are often disaster prone. He was an irascible and
 determined person, and in a way he wanted the thing which
 was not possible for him. He was not good at judging people. In
 the Socialist League he wanted so badly to be not the leader but
 the comrade. However, the members of the League arguably
 needed more leadership than Morris, because of his ideological
 beliefs, was actually able to provide.

 ANTHONY CURTIS: Can Morris be exonerated from the

 charge of escapism? It seems to me that the medievalism he
 developed and promoted was a kind of escape from the
 industrial society, the dangers of which he saw.

 THE LECTURER: There are escapist elements in Morris, but
 there is also tremendous precision. What I admire so much
 about him is the systematic way in which he set about
 relearning old methods, beginning from the basics. Perhaps
 that is the lesson he has for us in this century.

 THE CHAIRMAN: Do you not see the medievalism as a parallel
 rather than a regressive world? At the 1 8$ i Great Exhibition,
 which Morris did not attend, the Victorians did not have a
 problem about Pugin's medieval hall in the middle of the iron
 and glass construction of the Crystal Palace. These opposing
 styles seem to have co-existed, without any dissonance in
 people's minds.

 THE LECTURER: It is also a question of language. The kind of
 medievalism that one gets in the Kelmscott Press books was a
 protest language, in the same way that the strange prose he used
 in the late novels was a protest against the debased, linguistic
 standards of the age.
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 PETER TOMPKINS: As a member of the Society for the
 Protection of Ancient Buildings, I admire Morris's belief that
 we should be guardians of old buildings. He saw us as custodians,
 not as people who would mimic what was done in the past. I am
 not sure that he would have regretted the loss of the industrial
 landscape of the north of England. The labour saving that
 modern technology has produced would have delighted him,
 though he would have railed against television and the waste
 that some modern technology has caused. Modern design and
 the flexibility that modern materials give us would have been a
 joy to him, and I don't think he would have railed against some
 of the modern works that are going up today.

 THE LECTURER: I was visualising the sort of spurious fantasy
 building referred to earlier, not the sort of strong building that
 he felt attuned to. He would certainly have found modern
 buildings to admire. But I am certain that unemployment on
 the scale we know today would have made him weep.

 THE CHAIRMAN: Is it not more a case of weeping about
 people's dependence on their jobs, about the fact that they
 don't have another life or an aesthetic dimension? In his later

 prophetic works he looked forward to technology freeing
 people to have a lot of time on their hands. What would really
 have saddened him, surely, is millions of people with time on
 their hands and no aesthetic dimension to their lives.

 PETER TOMPKINS: The reason I mentioned television is that it

 takes people away from developing their own interests and
 skills.

 THE LECTURER: Exactly. All the time life is battling against
 inertia.

 A MEMBER OF THE AUDIENCE: You mentioned briefly that
 the Leftist movement Morris joined never included an aesthetic
 view of its principles, unlike the Scandinavian socialists. Could
 you say more about this?

 THE LECTURER: The Left in England began to feel that art was
 in some way not respectable. I can't explain why. Perhaps
 Christopher Frayling has a view on this.

 THE CHAIRMAN : In a book that came out in the 1 970s, William
 Morris : Marxist Dreamer, Paul Meier established that at some

 time - in the early 1880s, I think - Morris must have read
 Das Kapital. Part of the answer is that Marx did not write much
 of interest about aesthetics. Just a few lines in his early works.
 His socialism is about class and economics, not about the
 aesthetic realm and the realm of beauty: and it was the analysis
 of class that eventually proved to be the dominant European
 tradition of socialism. Before Marx, the aesthetic realm had
 been more central, as it was for Morris.
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 The real sadness is that the aesthetic tradition, concerned

 with qualities rather than quantities, seems to have petered out.
 Thirty years ago, in 1962, Ruskin and Morris and Blatchford
 were among the top authors in a survey of books read by
 Labour MPs. In a follow-up survey this year, none of them was
 mentioned. That aesthetic tradition of British socialism has

 gone, to make way for rather bad political autobiographies
 which people now prefer to read as their training in politics.

 JEAN MUIR (Master of the Faculty of Royal Designers for
 Industry): I would have thought that Morris' influence came
 from what he was: a wonderful man. Ifhe was on television today
 we would all be inspired by his great breadth of capabilities.

 JOHN SELL (Chairman, Society for the Protection of Ancient
 Buildings): Morris' attitude to the value of work and
 craftsmanship influenced the philosophical attitude he took.
 That is very important. It is also a pointer to the way in which
 we ought to look at the nature of work. It is certainly possible to
 combine Morris' economic and political views with the
 aesthetic importance of work, and it is sad if we turn this into a
 discussion about what is done with free time. It was not that

 about which Morris was concerned but about what is done

 with life as a whole.

 THE LECTURER: That's right.

 THE CHAIRMAN: Many people associate Morris' ideas with a
 crafts ghetto. No one seems to have transferred thoughts
 related to activities of that kind to such activities as working
 with computers. The moment one makes that transference, all
 sorts of possibilities open up. People's relationship to machines
 that Morris might in principle have detested can be extremely
 skilful and creative.

 JOHN SELL: In News from Nowhere there was a magic motive
 power which Morris was unable to describe. If we could only
 harness it to achieve what he wanted, we would have a much
 better society than we do.
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 IAN ANGUS (Architect): To return to the idea of aesthetic
 socialism, perhaps what we have lost is radical socialism. Morris
 was a great radical, partly because of his vision of the
 underlying basis of work, building, and the environment in
 general. Whatever sort of art he would have approved of now,
 it would have been meaningless if it was not the product of the
 sort of cohesion, fairness, and thoroughness of labour about
 which he was so passionate. That connection is far more
 important than any idea of style. He would perhaps have been
 enthused by the self-build movement, and the people living in a
 yurt on a Somerset hillside, slowly building a village around
 themselves, not yet knowing if it will be permanent but
 using their hard work and basic skills to learn how to live
 together and create a small society, without feeling that it is one
 type or another but simply trying to be honest to the basics of
 life.

 THE CHAIRMAN: I am sure that is true, but is there not a strong
 theme within Morris' thought of permeating everyday life
 with ideas; that it is not in communes on rural hillsides but right
 in the centre of things that one has to rethink one's relationships
 and attitudes?

 IAN ANGUS: It is also to do with scale. You cannot suddenly
 change the whole basis of an industrial or post-industrial
 society and put all your energy into poetry at the same time as
 being able to create the breadth of the achievement of a socialist
 society. Perhaps those who are inspired by Morris and his
 vision can do that in only a small way in their own work and
 own lives.

 THE CHAIRMAN: It is an extraordinary achievement to have
 recovered the humanity of Morris in the way Fiona
 MacCarthy has done tonight, bringing out the whole
 personality and aspects of his private as well as his public life,
 bringing together those six personalities I mentioned at the
 beginning and in general making the life of that remarkable
 Essex man come alive.
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