











hear that Sir George Lewis started the idea — in case his daughter wanted to marry
Phil, so that he may be their equal in rank’.3¢ However, this is surely only part of
the truth. Millais and Leighton 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 acknowledgement 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’.3” Burne-Jones was well aware of this. He
wrote to Mrs Gaskell: ‘I scarcely dare tell Georgie, 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 at first
‘refused to believe it’ but then said ‘ “Well a man can be an ass for the sake of his
children” >.3% Burne-Jones remained nervous of Morris’s reaction. When the
documents relating to the baronetcy arrived at the Grange, he smuggled them
upstairs so that Morris — who was in the house — wouldn’t see them and give his
forthright opinion on the prospect of a ‘Sir Ned’.

The last two years of their friendship was dominated by their work on the
Kelmscott Chaucer. Morris was busy designing borders, initials and frames for the
illustrations while Burne-Jones struggled to complete his woodcut illustrations.
Everything that was produced had to be mutually approved. The printing of the
book was finally finished on 8 May 1896. It contained 87 woodcuts by
Burne-Jones, a woodcut title, 14 large borders, 18 different frames for the
illustrations and 26 large 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 Margaret as a birthday present. Georgie recalled that he packed ‘up the
big volume in a parcel of shape so disguised that no one could guess its contents’. 40
Both 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 end of our days the very thing
we would have made then if we could’.#!

But darkness was now descending. Morris’s health had begun to deteriorate
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 to have come
as something of a surprise to Burne-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’.#3 On 22 February Burne-Jones took Morris to see the eminent physician,
Sir William Broadbent. Broadbent diagnosed diabetes, which in the days before
the discovery of insulin, was a serious — often fatal - condition. The following day
Georgie recorded in her Diary: ‘No Morris to breakfast’.#* This was to be the end
of the regular Sunday morning visits to the Grange. The Burne-Joneses now braced
themselves for the inevitable. In mid-August Morris returned from an ill-advised
voyage to Norway greatly weakened in spirit. Soon after he wrote his final letter
to Georgie: ‘Come soon. I want a sight of your dear face’.#5 Burne-Jones saw his
old friend for the last time during the afternoon of 2 October when he found
Morris’s ‘weakness was pitiful’.4¢ The following morning Georgie was present
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when Morris died ‘as gently, as quietly 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 the death of our beloved friend’.48
Burne-Jones told Thomas Rooke: ‘l 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 be done and the living have to live’.#? As
if to strengthen this resolve Burne-Jones returned from Morris’s funeral — ‘the
worst [day] 1 ever had in my life’ — and the following day ‘with great energy . . .
did two entire cartoons’.5? But 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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