


rolling with her on the stones to prevenr it, and God knows what else' .25 Needless
to say Burne·Jones turned immediately to Morris for help. In the same letter Rossetti
wrote: 'Ncd ... and Topsy, after the most dreadful to-do started for Romc
suddenly, leaving the Greek damsel beating up the quarters of all his friends for
him. and howling like Cassandra. Georgie has stayed behind. I hear to-day,
however, that Top and Ned gm no further than Dover'.26

All this put an additional strain on Morris who was suffering from his own
marital problems at the time. In 1867 or 1868 Jane Morris had begun an affair
with Rosserti which was carried on quite openly. WilLiam Bell SCOtt wrme of a
parry held in 1868: 'Gabriel sat by Jeanie (s;c) and 1 must say acts like a perfect
fool if he wants to conceal his attachment, doing nothing but attend to her, sitting
side-ways towards her, that sort of thing'.27 Morris was devast,ated by Rossetti's
betrayal of trust, although ouC\vardly he chose to allow the affair to take its course.
When he and Rossetti took the joint tenancy of Kelmscorr Manor in 1871 he even
travelled to Iceland so that the lovers could be alone for the summer. Perhaps he
thought that Rossetti, a notorious womaniser, would soon tire of his wife.

As victims of unfaithfulness, Morris and Georgiana Burne-Jones were inevitably
drawn together. The exact nature of their relationship is difficult to establish. They
had first met at the Royal Academy Exhibition in 1855. A year later Morris had
come up from Oxford to present Georgiana with a copy of Turner's Rivers of
France as an engagement gift. Georgiana, referring to this meeting in the Memorials,
wrote enigmatically that 'we were not much the neater for this meeting' but 'my
eyes were holden that I could not yet see'.28 A month later, on 31 July 1856,
Georgiana's mother recorded in her Diary that Morris had come to tea and 'sat
with Georgie on the balcony till 11 o'c1ock',29 Philip Henderson has pointed out
that many of the poems in The Earthly Paradise (1868-70) are addressed to
Georgiana. I suspect that at one point she and Morris were deeply in love. However,
Georgiana's sense of dury, and Morris's frankness and honesty, would never have
allowed them to betray their partners. Nevertheless, in 1870 Morris expressed his
deep regard for Georgiana by laboriously writing out and illuminating A Book of
Verse which he gave her for her birthday. For the rest of his life she was to remain
his trusted confidant.

During the early l870s some stability returned to both men's lives. With
hindsight the cvents of 1872 were to prove crucial in this respect. In June Rossctti
attempted to commit suicide by taking an overdose of laudanum. For two days he
remained in a coma at the house of Dr Gordon Hake before recovering sufficiently
to be taken to recuperate in Perthshire. Following this his health went into decline,
and although his affair with Jane was to continue, he decided to give up the
ioint-tenancy of Kelmscott Manor in 1874. Meanwhile Mary Zambaco was taken
seriously ill in the aurumn of 1872. Morris wrOte to Aglaia Coronia on 25

ovember 1872: 'I suppose you will have heard ... how very ill she has been;
though 1 hope it will all come right now. 1 did nOt see Ncd for a fortnight, and
Georgie scarcely: it was a dismal time for all of us'.J0 When she recovered Mary
Zambaco decided to return to Paris, thus removing one temptation from Burne­
Jones. Almost as a symbolic celebration of Burne-jones's liberation, he and Morris
spent the spring of 1873 lOuring Italy.

Their friendship restored, Morris relied on Burne-Jones in the delicate business
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of turning the Firm over to his sole ownership. Burne·Jones, who always disliked
committees, attended the important meetings held during the winter of 1874 to
dissolve the company. He, along with Faulkner and Webb, waived their claims to
compensation. The other three partners - Brown, Marshall and Rossetti - agreed,
aher some delay, to be compensated for their loss of "inrerest at £1,000 each.
Rossetti, in a characteristically insensitive gesture, turned over his share in trust to
Jane Morris. The Firm was reconstituted as Morris & Co., although a circular
issued on 31 March 1875 reassured customers that Burne-Jones and Webb would
continue to provide designs for srained glass and furniture.

The following year the twO men were drawn further together by their public
opposition to Disraeli's foreign policy. On 23 June 1876 the Daily News carried
a graphic aCCount of a massacre carried out by the Turks against the Bulgarian
Christians. This atrocity outraged many Liberals who demanded action be taken
against Turkey. Disraeli, who feared that the massacre might give the Russians an
excuse to declare war on Turkey and thus jeopardise the route to India, decided
to back the Turks. This lead Gladstone to come out of retirement and publish a
pamphlet on The Bulgarian Horrors and the Question of the East. In this he
opposed British support for the Turks, and demanded the laner's withdrawal from
the whole Bulgarian province.

Morris and Burne-Jones immediately rallied to Gladstone's support. Although
Burne-Jones was too ill to attend the meeting held at St James's Hall on 8 December
1876 to form the Eastern Question Association, Morris - who was there - was
e1ect,ed Treasurer. However, they were both present at the Workmen's Neutrality
Demonstration held at Exeter Hall on 16 January 1878 at the height of the
agitation. This meeting was opened by the singing of Morris's song 'Wake London
Lads' by a choir from the stonemasons' trade union. However, by this time Russia
had already declared war on Turkey, and a wave of pro-war jingoism had begun
to sweep the country. As a result Gladstone, conscious of the forthcoming General
Election, cynically distanced both himself and the Liberal Parry from the anti-war
agitation.

Gladstone's betrayal was to have unexpected repercussions for the friendship
between Morris and BlIrne~Jones. For Burne-Jones the whole experience was deeply
disillusioning and he never again placed any faith in the political system. Instead
he retreated to his studio and redcdicated his life to art. Morris, on the other hand,
although equally disillusioned by conventional politics, had been deeply impressed
by the strength of the working-class suppon for the agitation. He began to realise
that by organising the workers the capitalist system could be overthrown from
without. During the next few years he gradually drifted to the leh, passing through
the ranks of the National Liberal League and the Radical Union, before ultimately
turning to socialism, and joining Hyndman's Democratic Federation in January
1883. This was to be the start of seven years of total commitment to the socialist
cause: first with the Democratic Federation and later with his own Socialist League.

Burne-Jones never came to terms with Morris's socjalism. His studio assistant,
Thomas Rooke, recalled him saying: 'Such a pity he ever took that up. What
wouldn't I give that he should never have been in with it all ... How I hated his
being in such company')1 No doubt part of the reason for this was that the
traditional Sunday morning meetings at the Grange were no longer the happy
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affairs rhey had been. Morris, as was rhe case with all his many emhusiasms, could
think of linle else than the subject at hand, and often left the house early in order
to speak at open-air meetings in Hammersmith. Burne-Jones bemoaned his loss.
In April 1885 he wrote to Gearge Howard: 'I am ... heartily sarry (or Morris ­
... and I wish (or ancient times - sigh heavily for them'.J2 Despire his liberalism
Burne-Jones nevcr was, or CQuld be, a revolutionary. He particularly disliked the
Commonweal, the paper Morris published and edited on behalf of rhe Socialist
League. He told Rooke that there were 'numbers of that Commolltueal that are
most deplorable' .33 Georgiana even had ro write to the 'editar' of rhe paper
requesting rhar in furure it be addressed 're Mrs Burnc-Jones, not re Mr')4 There
was also the fact - rarely acknowledged - that during the 1880s Morris was a
social embarrassmenr to Burne-Jones. Morris's dubious socialist acquaintances, his
militant street-preaching, and his occasional brushes with the law, were far from
anractive to an artist beginning to make his mark in the highest social circles.

No one was morc relieved than Burnc-Jones when Morris lost control of
CommonweaJ and the Socialist League in 1890. Although Morris immediately
founded the Hammersmith Socialist Society - and was never to lose his belief in
socialism - he effectively relinquished his role as onc of the foremost propagandists
for the socialist cause. In any case it is unlikely that he would have been able to
have kept up his punishing schedule af open-air speaking and lecture tours due 10

his own ill-health. In February 189"1 his daughter Jenny had suffered a severe anack
of meningitis. Morris's own health collapsed soon after. On 13 April 1891 Jane
wrote to Wilfrid Scawen Blunt: 'My husband has been very ill, the shock of Jenny's
illness was too much for him, and he broke down entirely a few days afterwards
- he is much better, but not nearly recovered' .J5 Indeed, Morris was never to
entirely regain his health following this illness.

For both men it was as if life had gone full-circle. The old Sunday breakfasrs ar
the Grange were resumed and once again the conversation was on the less
controversial topics of art, stained glass and tapestry. Shortly before his split with
the Socialist League Morris had decided to ser up his own private press to print
books using type he had designed on medieval principles. These plans came to
fruition when he established the Kelmscott Press in a cortage at 16 Upper Mall
near Kelmscott House in January "1891. Naturally Burne-Jones was approached to
provide illustrations for the volumes to be published by the press. Strangely,
alrhough this collaboration brought the men closer together, it also revealed their
now divergent artistic sensibilities. When Morris asked Burne-Jones to design thirty
iIJustrations for a proposed edition af Sigtlrd the Vo/sung, Burne-Jones durifully
took the work down to his holiday home at Rottingdean bur found himself entirely
OUI of sympathy with the subject. Similarly, differences of opinion occurred over
the Kelmscott Press's most ambitious project - an illustrated edition of Challcer.
Burne~Jones, despite repeated requests from Morris, could never bring himself to
illustrate 'The Miller's Talc'.

The only serious disagreement Morris and Burne-Janes had during rhe last years
of their friendship was over Burne-Janes's decision to accept 3 baronetcy from
Gladstone in January 1894. His close friends believed that he accepted the title in
order to further his son Philip's social ambitions. Jane Morris wrote to Wilfrid
Sea wen B:lum in March 1894 that 'it seems [hat Phil was the chief culpril - I did
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hear that Sir George Lewis started the idea - in case his daughter wanted to marry
Phil, so thar he may be rheir equal in rank'.16 However, this is surely only parr of
the truth ..Millais and Lcighton had already accepted titles, and Burne-Jones, no
doubt recalling his upbringing as the son of an impoverished Birmingham gilder,
must have been flattered by this formal acknowledgem~nt of his standing as an
artist. He accepted the honour despite considerable opposition from Georgie.
Thomas Rooke recorded in his Diary that the 'one person in the house who
distinctly disliked it was the mistress' .37 Burnc-Jones was well aware of this. He
wrote to Mrs Gaskell: 'I scarcely dare tell Georgic, so profound is her scorn - and
I half like it and half don't care 2d')8 There was never any doubt about Morris's
view of the matter. Burne-Jones was too terrified to tell him in person so he
learnt the news by reading the morning papers. According to Jane he ar first
'refused to believe it' bur then said' "Well a man can be an ass for the sake of his
children" '.39 Burne·Jones remained nervous of Morris's reaction. When the
documents relating ro the baronetcy arrived at the Grange, he smuggled them
upstairs so that Morris - who was in the house - wouldn't sec them and give his
forthright opinion on the prospecr of a 'Sir Ned'.

The last two years of their friendship was dominated by their work on lht:
Kelmscorr Chaucer. Morris was busy designing borders, initials and frames for the
illustrations while Burne-Jones struggled ro complete his woodcur illustrations.
Everything that was produced had ro be mutually approved. The priming of the
book was finally finished on 8 May 1896. 1r comained 87 woodcms by
Burne-Jones, a woodcut ritle, .14 large borders, 18 different frames for the
illustrations and 26 largc initial words designed by Morris. The first two copies
came back from the binders on 2 June 1896. Burne-Jones gave his copy to his
daughter Margarer as a birthday present. Georgie recalled that he packed 'up the
big volume in a parcel of shape so disguised thar no onc could guess its coments'.4"
Borh friends were delighted with the book. Burne-Jones wrote: 'When Morris and
I were little chaps in Oxford, if such a book had come out then we should have
JUSt gone off our heads, but we have made at the cnd of our days lhe very thing
we would have made then if we could'.41

But darkness was now descending. Morris's health had begun to deteriorare
quite noticeably at the end of 1895 and his Diary is full of terse comments such
as 'Seedy, did nothing all day'.42 The seriousness of this illness seems re have come
as something of a surprise to Burm~·Jones. He wrote to Mary Gaskell in February
1896: 'Yesterday was dreadfully unhappy for I was not on my guard about Morris,
and had lulled myself - one should never lull oneself, or even be off guard in this
world'.4J On 22 February Burne·Jones rook Morris to see the eminent physician,
Sir WiHiam Broadbcnr. Broadbenr diagnosed diabetes, which in the days before
the discovery of insulin, was a serious - ofren fatal - condition. The following day
Georgie recorded in her Diary': 'No Morris to breakfast'.44 This was to be the end
of tbe regulat Sunday morning visits to tbe Grange. Tbe Burne-Joneses now braced
themselves for rhe inevitable. In mid·August Morris returned from an ill-advised
voyage to Norway greatly weakened in spirir. Soon after he wrote his final letter
lO Georgie: 'Come soon. [ want a sight of your dear facc'.45 Burne-Jones saw his
old friend for the last rime during the afternoon of 2 October when he found
Morris's (weakness was pitiful'.46 The following morning Georgie was present
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when Morris died 'as gently, as quiedy as a babe who is satisfied drops from its
mother's breast'. 47

Despite the loss of their closest friend both Burne-Jones and Georgie were stoical
in their grief. Georgie wrote: 'It is no shock - for we have watched it drawing near
for a long time - but we know that the conditions of life are changed for us now.
We are not broken, either in body or spirit, by t.he death of our beloved friend';48
Burne-Jones told Thomas Rooke: 'I am sorry for the world and the years of splendid
work it has lost - he could well do without it, but the world's the loser. And now
I must go on with my work; things must he done and the living have to live'.49 As
if to strengthen this resolve Burne·Jones returned from Morris's funeral - 'the
worst Idayll ever had in my life' - and the following day 'with great energy ...
did two entire cartoons'.50 Bur Morris remained, like a ghost, beside him as he
worked at the many unfinished pictures that littered his studio at the Grange.
Burne-Jones outlived his great friend by less than two years, dying of a heart attack
in the early hours of 17 June 1898.
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