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Harry Quilter (1851-1907), was a prominent art critic during the last quarter of 
the nineteenth century. Though "Arry' was pilloried and lampooned unmercifully 
by the painter J. M. Whistler, he was, nevertheless, influential. The purpose of this 
article is to examine his 1880 essay 'The New Renaissance; or, The Gospel of 
Intensity'' in which he gives a profoundly unsympathetic view of the influence of 
William Morris on the contemporary public and places him firmly in the vanguard 
of the aesthetic movement in a way which is, at first sight, surprising. Quilter's 
article reminds us that dominant contemporary evaluations of an artist are not 
always universally held, and that the artist's influence on the contemporary public 
may not always be in line with his stated views or with our own assessment of the 
nature of his longer term importance. 

William Morris is now widely acclaimed as a superb craftsman, as an innovative 
designer, as a successful businessman and as an accomplished writer and translator. 
Although he is not always perceived today as he might have wished, Morris is not 
a figure that it is fashionable or  common to write down, save in the fields of his 
poetry and (by some) of his politics. Moreover, he was indisputably popular in 
his own time. By 1880, Morris was widely recognised as a successful poet, and as 
a fashionable designer, producer and purveyor in the field of the decorative arts. 
He had also received positive attention for his published work as a translator. 
Consequently it is all too easy to make assumptions and to notice only the often 
retrospective comments of friends and contemporaries who have adjusted their 
memories to meet an accepted later evaluation of their subject. 

Having reached a high level of academic and popular recognition within our 
own time, Morris has been classified in terms of his antecedents, his followers and 
his opponents and placed in relation to the various artistic movements of his time. 
Thus Morris is commonly seen as developing under the influence of the first 
receding wave of Pre-Raphaelitism, as a follower of Ruskin, and thus as an 
exponent of 'truth to nature', and of moral values in art and in its production. He 
is thus seen as opposed to aestheticism and the notion of Art for Art's sake, as 
expressed characteristically by Walter Pater: 'For art comes to you proposing 
frankly to give nothing but the highest quality to your moments as they pass, and 
simply for those moments' sake'.2 

Such a view of William Morris can marshal behind it an impressive range of 
statements by Morris himself, of which the following is only one possible example 
out of many: 
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