Morris and the Study of
English
Peter Faulkner
As everyone knows, English is not what it was: nor is the study of it. What should
be taught under that heading in schools has become a subject of public controversy
as a result of the government's declared keenness to raise standards by insisting on a
ational Curriculum. This heavy-handed approach has disturbed many teachers of
English, who believe that they can perform their function bereet jf they are given
freedom to teach according to their own convictions. The emphasis has tended to fall
on two aspects: the ability to handle the language effectively (i.e. literacy) and the
choice of texts for study (the literary curriculum). In higher education a version of
these issues has arisen, with the quesrioning of the traditionally accepted canon of
English Literature (should it srill be allowed a capital letter?) by groups like feminists
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and (more panicularly in the U.S.A.) Blacks and other ethnic minorities, who feel
that their values are marginalised by the 'great tradition' created by English critics
like ER. Leavis. Here ideas range from a modest expansion of the canon to include
hitherto excluded works, to the idea of 'firing' it altogether, the Anarchist option.
Whete would Morris have stood in all this? We can only speculate, but wc have
some evidence on which to go. Morris was temperame~tal1y hostile to the idea of
orthodox education as it was understood in his time, and rejoiced in having escaped
it at Marlborough. His letter to William Sharman of 24-30(?) April 1886 shows him
taking the side of the child against the likely behaviour of its parents. Morris comments
wryly: "If my parents had been poorer and had had more character they would have
probably committed the fatal mistake of trying to educate me. I have seen the sad
effects of this with the children of some of my friends."1 This reminds us of May's
reminiscent comments upon her and Jenny's upbringing, which allowed them the
pleasures of dolls and fairy stories: "We were lucky children not to be saddled with
parents full of theories - 'experimental parents', if I may call them so without
disrespect to the ciders. I have heard my father speak of the children of X and Y and
Z, who were being lovingly subject to experiments in diet or clothing or training or
play, as 'poor little devils' with real pity in his voice. 'Children should bring each
other up', he often said, and as one of a large family, he knew it by experience."21t's
a pity that we do not know who X, Yor Z were: progressive parents of their generation,
no doubt. Morris preferred informality, as News from Nowhere suggests. He was to
write in Feb. 1887 to Arthur Pearsongiving his views on art education, which included
the comment that" Art·education, like other education, can only give the pupil
instruments which he himself can use for his own self-education."J The modern reader
cannot help noticing the masculine pronouns, bur the idea remains a liberal one: sel(educat;oll is the activity to be promoted.
If Morris and Jane did not experiment on their children, how did they bring them
up? From May's account in her introductions, books played a vital part, and these
were the traditional children's stories: Aesop, Grimm, Hans Andersen, stories of the
North and from the Classics, and Sir Waiter Scou, are included in the list - though
not the Alice stories which "gave him the fidgets."4 As the girls grew, the range
extended. May recalls with great pleasure the home·evenings around the fire with
"Father reading aloud one of the family classics" - she devotes most of the
Introduction to the subject, calling her father's reading of both poetry and prose
"superb":l The books chiefly dwelt on include Dickens, the Arab;an N;ghts, the Uncle
Remus stories, Pliny, Froissarc, Gerard's Herbal, Mark Twain, Dumas, Score,
Turgeniev, Carlyle, Gibbon, Doughty, Erewhon ... A more systematic account was
of course given by Morris himself in his letter to the Pall Mall Gazette in February
1886~contributing to a discussion of the Hundred Best Books in that journal. Morris
does not hesitate to give his 'canon' - though he was not intimidated by the title, and
named only 54; he added a note about books on "philosophy, economics, and modern
or critical history", which he described as "rather tools than books" and which might
necessitate a list of their own. His list is of "works of art", which he interestingly
describes as those in which the "manner" is of the essence. He begins with a group
of eight 'Bibles' (the Hebrew Bible, Homer, Hesiod, the Icelandic Eddas, Beowul(,
Kalevala, Shah·nameh Mahabharata, Grimm and Norse folk·srories, Irish and Welsh
traditional poems); then we have a group of Classical writings (Herodotus, Plato,
J

27

Aeschylus, Sophocles, Aristophanes, Theocritus, Lucretius, Catullus); some histories
(Plutarch, the Heimskringla, Icelandic sagas, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, William
of Malmesbury, froissart); medieval poetry (from Anglo-Saxon lyrical pieces through
Dante, Chaucer, Piers Plowman, the Nibelungen/ied, Danish and ScorslEnglish border
ballads, Omar Khayyam. other Arab and Persian poetry, Renard the Fox, the best
rhymed romances, the Marte D'Arthur of Malory, The Thousand and One Nights,
Boccaccio and The Mabinogion); more modern poetry (Shakespeare, Blake,
Coleridge, Shelley, Keats, Byron); modern fiction (Bunyan. Defoe, Scon, Durnas,
Hugo, Dickens, Borrow); and a few books he could not classify (Utopia, Ruskin,
Carlyle, and Grimm's Teutonic Mythology).
With the aid of this list and of Morris's commentary on it, we can see what his
preferences and priorities were. The first group, the 'Bibles', is the most important
(as The Earthly Paradise in its way attests). Morris remarks of them:
... they cannot always be measured by a literary standard, but to me are far more
important rhan any literature. They are in no sense the work of individuals, but
have grown up from the very hearts of the people.
From this it is clear that Morris does not value 'Literature' so much as the traditional
stories of all cultures. These have everything in common with the works of Gothic
architecture he admired, created not by individuals but by communities. It is
interesting that these texts, in so far as they are taught nowadays, are probably taught
to younger children. In his preference for Greek to Latin authors, Morris is surely
distancing himself from the educational values of his time, in which Latin played a
substantial part. His remark that "I suspect superstition and authority have influenced
our estimate of them till it has become a mere matter of convention" is in the spirit
of the most intelligent attacks on the canon. The histories he describes - in line with
his liking for the 'Bibles' - as "admirable pieces of tale-telling". Of the modern poetry
Morris is deliberate in his exclusion of Milton: "the union of his works of cold
classicalism with Puritanism (the two things which I hate most in the world) repels
me so that I cannot read him"; he also comments wryly on Blake ("the parts of him
which a mortal can understand"); in the fiction he emphasises Scott and Dickens. We
can conclude from this that Morris would have liked the idea of a broad rather than
a narrow syllabus. In the debate at the moment between those who want to define
'English' in a traditional literary way, and those who want to move to an emphasis
on what is now called Cultural Studies, Morris's choice of works by More, Carlyle
and Ruskin ("cspecially the ethical and politico-economical parts of them") show
that he would have preferred thc latter. This is part of Morris's emphasis on the idea
of the whole culture of a society as being a subject of study, including its architecture
and all its industrial products; though study of those was expected by him to lead
not to academic abstraction but to political action.
Finally it is appropriate to notice the spirit in which Morris replied to the editor's
enquiry about his choice of books:
I hope I shall be acquitted of egotism or conceit for having ventured to add a few
notes to the list; in some cases I felt explanation was necessary; in all, it seemed to
me that my opinion could be of no value unless it were given quite frankly; so I
ask your readers to accept my list and notes as a confession such as might chance
to fall from me in friendly conversation ...
This is scarcely polemical, and suggests the constructive spirit of conversation
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among equals that sustained Morris's idealism and informs the best educational
practice - though onc wonders how friendly the conversation might have become
should an advocate of Milton have proved eloquent and convinced.
It was later in 1886 that Morris made his most overt statement about the teaching
of English in higher education in his often-quoted lener about the Oxford
Professorship. Again it was the Pall Mall Gazette that p'romoted discussion of the
issue, following the decision of the electors to the newly created Merton Chair of
English to appoint a specialist in Old English rather than a critic with an interest in
modern literature, and John Churton Collins's campaign for a Chair to be devoted
to that literature. Morris's reply to the questionnaire sent out by Callins, in the hope
of evoking support for the literary appointment, was largely (and vigorously) negative,
as Alan Bacon has shown. 7 Morris defended the choice of the Merton Professor on
the grounds that" philology can be taught, but 'English literature' cannot."8 He denied
Collins's suggested parallel with the study of the Classics, on the grounds that "their
study implies that of the language and history of civilized antiquity; they are not
taught as literature, not criticized as literature, at any rate" He could sympathise with
the proposal only if "the function of the proposed chair were to be, or could be, the
historical evolution of English literature, including, of course, the English language."
But he feared, rightly, that that was not what was being proposed, and that the likely
appointee "would begin English literature with Shakespeare, not Beowulf." His most
outspoken denunciation was reserved for the activity with which English Departments
have historically most concerned themselves, literary criticism:
What is intended seems to me a Chair of Criticism; and against the establishment
of such a Chair [ protest emphatically, for the result would be mere vague talk
about literature, which would teach nothing. Each succeeding 'professor' would
strive to outdo his predecessor in 'originality', on subjects whereon nothing original
remains to be said. Hyper-refinement and paradox would be the order of the day,
and the younger students would be confused by the literary polemics which would
be sure to flourish round such a Chair; and all this would have the seal of authority
set on it, and would probably not seldom be illustrated by some personal squabble
like the one which yOUf note mentions. Pray, Sir, change your mind, and do your
best to deliver us from two (or more) Professors of Criticism.
Here Morris's enthusiasm for Old English (linked of course with his passion for
the North, and particularly for the Icelandic sagas) leads him to advocate a direction
which was actually taken by 'English' at Oxford (by contrast with Cambridge, where
Sir Arrhur Quiller-Couch insisted that the study of Anglo-Saxon should remain with
Archaeology rather than English). This aspect of Oxford English has proved highly
unpopular with students, especially in recent years, and its advocacy certainly places
Morris, from a modern perspective, in a reactionary position.
But it is important to see that his reasons were not at all reactionary. He believed
passionately in the values embodied in the literature of the North, as expressed in his
lecture 'The Early Literature of the North - Iceland', a fine piece of adult education
as delivered at Kelmscott House in the Lecture Hall 9th Oct. 1887. ~ It is
characteristically the culture of early Iceland that really attracts Morris, of which the
literature is seen as an embodiment. Morris's remark about the Norse Gods shows
this; they arc said to be "distinctly good-fellows, and really about the best that man
has managed." Morris reads the stories with pleasure as reflecting "the lives and
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ethics of the northern peoples whose real religion was their worship of Courage."
Similarly Morris's praise of Beowu/f in his fine lecture 'Early England' of 12th Dec.
1886 is that it "breathes the very spirit of courageous freedom."lo Morris, that is to
say, wants literature to be studied as part of culture and not as a specialised activity
appealing only to sophisticated critics.
His correspondence with the Pall Mall Gazette ended by attacking the University
of Oxford for its culpable inattention to what has been happening to the buildings
or the city in recent years: "if a new professorship is wamed, might not a humble onc
of medieval archaeology be established, with the definite object of teaching the dons
the value of the buildings of which they ought to be guardians?" His last word is that
"to attempt to teach literature with one hand while it destroys history with the Other
is a bewildering procedure on the part of 'culturc'."lI
The paim is one which enthusiasts for Cultural Studies will respond to, for it does
insist on the unity of a culture and therefore of the study of it. But we should also
note that Morris insists on the high value of literature when seen in this way. He was
a man of immensely wide reading in the areas of his main interests; but all his reading
fed a humane concern which focussed on questions of culture: on the relations between
humanity, art and work which are cemral to any community, our own included.
Morris also gave good advice on the writing of expository prose, though in no
over-optimistic spirit; he wrote to J.L. Mahon, "as I have told you before, to write
quite plainly and simply what you have to say is the crown of literature, &- has not
been done in English since the Norman Conquest ..."u
Peter Faulkner
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