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Morris and the Book Aris
before the Kelmscott Press

JOSEPH R. DUNLAP

N AN August night in 1855, on the quays of Le Havre, William
38Y Morris and Edward Bume-Jones committed their lives to the ser-
4 vice of art. Though the latter followed his original decision to
: become a painter, Morris’ choice of an architectural career lasted
less than a year; but during that time he began to explore the crafts of clay
modelling, carving in wood and stone, and illuminating, Though the arts of
the book were not foremost in his mind until he turned to printing, there
were several periods in his life when he gave them ‘serious attention and
worked at them diligently.

Several strong interests which pervaded all his work are evident in Morris’
practice of the book arts: his passionate love of nature and his feeling of
kinship with all forms of life that come from the earth: his love of beauty and
his realization of its necessity for the proper furnishing of a humane society;
and his delight in certain periods of the past, especially in the works of the
Middle Ages and in the spirit he found in'the Icelandic sagas. His distasté for
nineteenth-century civilization is well known. He used the past as a symbol of
dissent, a method of protest, and, in the arts at least, an inspiration for
reform. His keen sense of the continuity of man’s life on the earth included
the continuity of man’s communication by means of the book, whether
written or printed, rich with color or austere in black and white.

While still undergraduates, Morris and Burne-Jones were fired with *
enthusiasm by two illustrations—both printed from wood blocks as was usual
in the nineteenth century before photoengraving prevailed. Neither one, as
printed, appears particularly remarkable today, but both stood out for the
young men above the ordinary illustrations of their time. They spent hours
poring over a contemporary rendering of Diirer’s “The Knight, Death, and the
Devil” as it appeared in La Motte Fouqué’s Sintram and his Companions, and
they were so impressed by Rossetti's drawing for his friend William Alling-
ham’s poem, “The Maids of Elfen-Mere,” that Morris “at once set to work at
drawing on woed and cutting the designs himself” (Mackail, 1, 87).
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