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The American poet, Emma Lazarus was a remarkable personality who by the time
she first met William Morris in the summer of 1883 had already won wide acclaim
with her writing. Although from a privileged background, Lazarus devoted herself
to social justice and the downtrodden, ideals which she shared with Morris. From
their first meeting, the two poets seem to have immediately empathized with each
other and begun a warm friendship. One result of this association was an article
on her visit to Merton Abbey in which Lazarus gives us one of the most detailed
surviving accounts of Morris & Co.'s operations. The recent publication of Emma
Lazarus's letters1 provides new information and insight into her relationship with
Morris and his circle.
Emma Lazarus was born in New York City on 22 July 1849. Her father, Moses
Lazarus, was a wealthy sugar refiner. Although raised as what we would today
call Orthodox Jews, her parents sought assimilation and acceptance in Protestant
circles and Emma 'had Christians for playmates and schoolmates and most of
Emma's friends were ChristiansY.2Emma's youth was one of luxury divided
between New York and the family's mansion on the exclusive Bellevue Avenue
in Newport, Rhode Island. The family moved easily in fashionable New York
society.
Emma's first volume of poetry was published in 1866 when she was only 17.
The second, A d m e t ~ sand Other Poems published in 1874, won her wide praise
and established her literary reputation. Turgenev among others was impressed by
it.3 After Admetus, Lazarus began to produce a large body of poetry, translations
and articles on cultural themes many of which were published in leading American
periodicals including Lippincott's Magazine and the Century.
Her success as an author provided Lazarus with an entrke into American
intellectual circles. She developed a close friendship with Ralph Waldo Emerson,
and her circle of acquaintances included Henry and William James, James Russell
Lowell, William Wetmore Story, Henry George and Nathaniel Hawthorne's
daughter Rose Lathrop. She had a remarkably engaging personality and
immediately made a strong impression. After meeting her for the first time, William
James wrote to his wife that he was 'finding myself violently in love again, - "und
zwar" with a lady I met at the Ward's last night and from whom I hope nevermore
to be separated - a poetess, a magazinist and a Jewess, Miss Emrna Lazarus, whose
name you doubtless know as I did, without knowing any of her works. I am to
see her again this afternoon'.4 James informed a friend after the same meeting, 'I
found her [Lazarus] a wonderfully interesting woman. Je suis maintenant 5 la quEte
de ses ouevres7.* Emma was at the center of the Manhattan intellectual circle
surrounding Richard Watson Gilder and his wife Helena DeKay Gilder. Gilder
was the author of numerous volumes of lyrical poetry and was the editor of the

