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INTRODUCTION  
TO THE NEW ISSUE  

BY THE NEW EDITORS

The cover art for this issue is William Morris’s Daisy 
wallpaper, the first wallpaper produced by Morris, Mar-
shall, Faulkner, & Co. in 1864. The central motif in the 
design, a cluster of daisy blossoms, was inspired by an il-
luminated manuscript of Froissart that Morris had seen in 
the British Museum, and the motif was first used in the 
blue serge wall hangings Jane Morris embroidered for 
Red House. In Fiona McCarthy’s biography, she notes that 
Morris “always asked for meaning in a pattern [….] It was 
a way of making a connection with the past” (182). 

Like Morris’s ideas of craftsmanship, tradition, and 
community, this issue of Useful and Beautiful is also a 
transition from past to present. This issue is our first as 
co-editors, and marks the handover from Florence Boos’ 
long tenure as editor, and that of Florence and Mark Sam-
uels Lasner before that. We are grateful for their labor, and 
also excited to continue working with designer Karla Ton-
ella. We aim to continue the magazine in its tradition of 
community building and to use our editorship to engage 
our members in conversations about Morris’s work, legacy, 
and influence. 

To that end, we invited our members to contribute to this 
issue by responding to a Morris quote, and you will find 
their thoughts in the new recurring column we are calling 
Words With William. As well as our members’ responses, 
this issue features David Kopp’s consideration of the work 
of Elbert Hubbard, Peter Tanner’s exploration of Morris’s 
influence on Jorge Luis Borges, and an interview with Ros-
ie Fairfax-Cholmeley about her work at Wytham Studios in 
Oxford. All this in addition to Jude Nixon’s review of the 
new Routledge Companion to Morris and Florence Boos’ 
tribute to Mark Samuels Lasner, the recipient of the Soci-
ety’s Lifetime Achievement Award. We hope you find the 
content, like Morris’s own work, created in community, 
responding to tradition, and poised at the intersection of 
past and present. We look forward to working with and 
learning from you.

Als Ich Kan!
Brandiann A. Molby, Ph.D.
Anna Wager, Ph.D.
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How did you come to work in letterpress? What was your tra-
jectory to a career in applied arts and craftsmanship? What influ-
ences and inspirations inform and characterise your work?

I’ve had an unconventional route to printmaking and let-
terpress and have ended up here not exactly accidentally but 
after a journey through other forms of art, working with dis-
advantaged young people and archaeological conservation. 
First, I’ve always had a love of books, and have for as long 
back as I can remember have known that a book is not just 
the text; there’s magic in the physical nature of the book too. 
The whole digital book evolution has completely failed to grab 
me in any way. I was brought up in a house full of the scat-

tered remnants of my great-grandfather’s 19th-century library 
so I’ve always been aware that some books have more physical 
presence than others, and the feel and history of a book is un-
deniably a part of the experience of the text. From childhood 
I’ve gone on long land journeys across Europe, in vehicles or 
on foot. Books have always accompanied me on these jour-
neys and those experiences encountered have, again, worked 
their way into the experience of the text. Books are living 
things and texts are not static. As the eye flicks along a good 
bookshelf each spine holds its own world, a world created by 
the text and your particular experience of reading it. 

Which brings me to my second motivation: stories. All my 
interests revolve around stories, historical and personal, from 
working with people in other cultures — stories all add to an 
understanding of what life might be. My printmaking has al-
ways been illustrative and as I started writing stories the desire 
to move into creating books has been a natural progression. 
I remain largely an image-making printmaker, but do also 
work in typesetting though this does tend to be in collabora-
tion with Richard Lawrence, an exceptionally knowledgeable 
printer in Oxford and the printer of our Morris book. 

The Wytham Studio is the site of a recent collaborative proj-
ect to construct Anagama kilns. Could you describe the origins 
and nature of this project, the various communities that work 
on it, and the experience of firing with these unique heritage 
methods? What intersections do you see between the studio and 
the anthropological and ecological work pursued at this unique 
location? 

The Wytham Studio at Oxford University’s Wytham 
Woods is the creation of my partner Dr. Robin Wilson and I. 
Robin is an anthropologist and we set the studio up partly as 
a working print studio but also as an arena in which to study 
creativity and craft. Robin came to printmaking through field-
work in Papua New Guinea working on shield carving with the 

AN INTERVIEW WITH ROSIE 
FAIRFAX-CHOLMELEY ABOUT  

HER WORK AT WYTHAM STUDIOS 
IN OXFORD.

Brandiann A. Molby and Anna Wager

Rosie checking drying prints

The Wytham Studio at Oxford University’s Wytham Woods Dr. Robin Wilson and Richard Lawrence
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people he was living with so he also has an unconventional 
route to the craft. Printmaking can be both a solitary and a 
communal activity — the addition of text, and the desire to 
communicate with your printed material adds a collaborative 
aspect that pure image-making can lack. Books — as with our 
Morris book — are great projects for collaboration.

The development across to working with ceramics and the 
setting up of Oxford University Kilns came from the research 
interests of the Wytham Studio. Woodfired ceramics produc-
tion is ideal for anthropological study as it requires a team. 
Each firing creates its own contemporary community. Our 
kilns are anagama-type wood-firing. This means that the pots 
are in a single chamber with the flame and the wood ash. 
The pots pick up effects from flame markings and wood ash 
over the course of the firing — three days for our small kiln, 
nine days for the largest. This type of firing requires a team 
of people; it works really well as a collaborative act. It is also 
interesting as it demands collaboration for this moment of the 
pot-making process only. Potters make their pots alone in the 
studios, and individually take their pots away again after the 
firing, but that bit of alchemy that fires the pots and trans-
forms the surfaces with ash glaze effects requires people to 
come together. 

Wytham Woods is Oxford University’s research wood-
lands. It is used as a living laboratory by different depart-

ments — traditionally these are plant sciences and zoolo-
gy — and it’s at the forefront of studies in ecology and climate 
change. There is also a mandate for the woods to interact with 
the public and there is open access to the public through a free 
walking permit scheme. We started working with the woods 
using art as outreach, as a way for visitors to learn about some 
of the science research projects that were happening in the 
woods. Scientists are often involved in very interesting re-

Wytham Woods poster

Oxford University Kiln firing at night

Opening kiln after firing and cooling, before unloading, wood ash visible
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search projects but they are not always brilliant at commu-
nicating that interest. There’s also the question of showing 
why woodlands and the environment should matter to people 
through public engagement. Art and creativity can help us 
feel the emotional engagement that then makes people value 
and want to protect our natural environments. We run exhi-
bitions and workshops, providing a variety of different ways 
that people can interact with and add to their experience of 
the woods.

We then developed 
the kiln project, an an-
thropological research 
project looking at the 
relationship between 
the maker and the 
craft and questions 
around value and 
sustainability. We are 
able to run our wood 
firing kilns because of 
our relationship with 
the woods and the 
woodland manage-
ment plan. All wood-
lands are managed in 
the UK, so to study a 

normal patch of wood-
land, that woodland needs to be managed and the tree felling 
that provides us with our firing wood is part of that plan.

Both pottery and letterpress, but especially pottery, depend on 
forces outside your control. How do you work with these con-
straints and affordances? Do you have a project that was unpre-
dictable or surprising? What do you see, if any, as the intersec-
tions of pottery and letterpress?

The method of firing that we work with — anagama fir-
ing — can look like it depends a lot on chance. Usually when 
potters work with glazes in the controlled conditions of gas 
and electric kilns they have a strong idea of what is going to 
happen — and the glazes will be an intentional part of their 
design. With anagama wood firing a lot of ceramics go into 
the kiln unglazed; it’s the natural conditions of the flame and 
the wood ash from the wood used to stoke the kiln that will 
produce the glaze and surface effects on the pots. It is there-
fore impossible to entirely predict what is going to happen to 
a pot, but an experienced firer will have a very good idea what 
will happen, will be packing the kiln with certain flame pat-
terns in mind and will know how, through the firing, they can 
create the kind of interesting atmosphere within the kiln that 
will then pass on the desired surface effects to the pots. So 
there is controlled chance — and it is why opening the kilns is 

always exciting as no-one ever knows for sure what will have 
happened. 

Elements of chance are less usable in printmaking. Often 
you need to know what is going to happen from the begin-
ning so you can get all your registration (aligning the different 
blocks that make up the print) working correctly. Usually you 
need to actively eliminate chance to make your print work. 
Reduction colour printing (making a colour print through 
the repeat printing and carving away from the same block) 
as opposed to multiblock colour printing (carving a differ-
ent physical block for each colour in your print) offers more 
opportunity to adapt and change your image in response to 
what is being printed as the whole image comes off one block 
so you won’t have registration issues if you change the image 
as you go along. If I am working this way I often don’t plan 
the colours but let them evolve depending on how I see the 
print emerging.

Projects, on the other hand, can have very serendipitous be-
ginnings. Our Morris book, For What in all the World is so 
Good as to Fear Nothing, happened entirely by chance. Rob-
in had been given a 2-volume edition of Mackail’s The Life 
of William Morris one Christmas. I happened to be leafing 
through it. It didn’t particularly grab my interest, but it was 
an old book and it happened to have some letters tipped into 
it which I immediately found interesting — left behind letters 
in a book, that’s definitely something I like, but I did not ex-Pots in the kiln while firing
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pect to see such a well-known signature when I opened them. 
It was a lovely moment, realising the signature was Morris’s, 
then checking the dates on the letters, realising they were 
actually Morris’s. Robin then had a really fun time tracking 
down the provenance of the letters and the social history be-
hind them, and the book was born. 

Oxford has a long heritage of applied craftsmanship and arts 
education, of which the 19th- century Arts and Crafts movement 
and the work of William Morris is a part. How do you see your 
work participating in this tradition? To what extent, if any, is 
Morris’s own work an influence for you, either aesthetically or 
philosophically?

William Morris’s social philosophy continues to be an in-
fluence on us. The same great-grandfather who I mentioned at 
the beginning was a supporter of the Arts and Crafts move-
ment at the time and was very interested in socialism. In those 

days that bit of my family had land up in Yorkshire and the 
reading room that my great-grandfather built for the estate 
workers still stands. Ironically he then ran out of money after 
doing up the estate cottages and had to sell the estate. I teach 
art as well as my printmaking and I do think it is important to 
create social interest and awareness in my students that makes 
them push their ideas beyond the confines of themselves and 
their own self-interest. Morris remains a great example of this, 
particularly for those who have an interest in history too.  

The copy of Mackail’s The Life of William Morris that we 
found the Morris letters in was given to Robin by one of his 
students because Robin remin ded that student of Morris, 
because of Robin’s interests in social co-operation and his 
multi-disciplinary craft endeavours. The main letter of the 
four we discovered shows Morris giving a very clear outline 
of his political views and he is very open about how revolu-
tionary these have to be — and how difficult they will be for 
the established ruling classes (like himself) to take on board 
as they demand a complete overhaul of that established order. 
Morris thought this was necessary though because of the en-

Facsimile of one of the Morris letters

Illustration for Morris book
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vironmental, economic and social impact that the established 
way of doing things was having on the world. We still hav-
en’t found solutions to the problems Morris was concerned 
with — in fact all that has really happened are the problems 
have deteriorated further.

Social systems based around creating meaningful lives for 
all are an alternative to the individual accumulation of wealth 
which will always be at the expense of others. Humans are 
not good enough and repeatedly fail to live up to the ideals 
the better humans think up. This is no reason to stop trying. 
The beautiful aesthetics of Morris’s art have endured while 
the social idealism of his philosophy has fallen by the wayside. 
In this time of the rise of over-wealthy elites, relooking at his 
political ideas is more relevant than ever.

Sadly we do not have the resources that Morris, one of the 
wealthiest men of his time, had. We continue to be engaged 
in creating a working environment that has meaning beyond 
the simple accumulation of cash, looking at questions of value 
and our relationships with objects as makers and users. We 
also seek to get people involved, to see how creating things 

changes their ideas of the material world around them. Al-
though it may just look like making pots and prints in a 
wood, it is also about trying to work out different ways to live 
in a world where we continue to have huge problems with the 
traditional systems that shape our societies.

Our book on the four Morris letters that we discovered, For 
What in all the World is so Good as to Fear Nothing, is avail-
able on our website www.thewythamstudio.co.uk. We have an 
active Instagram account where you can follow all our proj-
ects @thewythamstudio. You can also find out more about 
Wytham Woods through their series of five-minute films on 
YouTube, Laboratory With Leaves.

Illustration for Morris book

Illustration for Morris book
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UNEXPECTED LEGACY: WILLIAM 
MORRIS AND MAGICAL REALISM

Peter Tanner

“Mi relato será fiel a la realidad o, en todo caso, a mi 
recuerdo personal de la realidad, lo cual es lo mismo.”

“My story will be faithful to reality or, in any case, 
to my personal memory of reality, which is the same 
thing.”

Jorge Luis Borges, “Ulrica,” El libro de arena (1975)

William Morris was dead, to begin with (Fig. 1). There is 
no doubt whatsoever about the fact that he died in Hammer-
smith, England, in 1896. Nevertheless, Morris’s legacy, and by 
association that of the Kelmscott Press, leapt across a gap of a 
few short years to a new century and continent, connecting to 
the work of Argentine writer, Jorge Luis Borges, and through 
his literature to the rest of Latin America, producing an unex-
pected Morrisian legacy in the trope of magical realism.

Though the life, textile designs, writing, social activism and 
book work of William Morris are familiar to those that study 
the important influence of his career, the same cannot be said 
about Jorge Luis Borges’s (1899-1986) (Fig. 2) keen intellect 
as a writer, translator and interpreter of Morris’s literary work 
to at least the Argentine corner of Latin America. Borges was 
born into an upper middle-class family in Buenos Aires, Ar-
gentina, in 1899. His first language at home was English not 
Spanish. The childhood stories read to him by his English 
paternal grandmother Frances “Fanny” Haslam, who accord-
ing to Borges was born “in Staffordshire of Northumbria,” 
were all in English. This linguistic inheritance was one that 
both his grandmother “Fanny” and his father, Jorge Guiller-
mo Borges, insisted upon. 

Thus, from birth, as noted by Emir Rodríguez Monegal in 
his literary biography of Borges’s life, a “Linguistic duality was 
a basic fact of his home life.” Further, “Since both English 
and Spanish were spoken at home, Georgie (as he was called 
at home) was unaware for some time that they were two dif-
ferent languages.” 

Fig. 1. Fredrick Hollyer, William Morris age 53 (1887)

 Fig. 2. Grete Stern, Jorge Luis Borges (1951)
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Discussing his childhood in the Prólogo (Prologue) to his 
1930 book of poetry titled Evaristo Carriego (Fig. 3), Borges 
states:

I believed, for years, that I had grown up in a suburb of 
Buenos Aires, a suburb of adventurous streets and visible 
sunsets. The truth is that I was raised in a garden, behind 
a spear tipped fence, and in a library of unlimited English 
books.

It was among the pages of this library of unlimited books 
in the English language, in the canons of English literature, 
that Borges was initiated in the world of letters. Much later, in 
Borges’s only autobiography ever published, a 59-page article 
in English in the September 19, 1970, issue of The New Yorker 
magazine, he expanded upon this myth and the importance 
of his youthful access to the English books in his father’s li-
brary:

If I were asked to name the chief event in my life, I should 
say my father’s library. In fact, I sometimes think I have 
never strayed outside that library. I can still picture it. It 
was in a room of its own, with glass-fronted shelves, and 
must have contained several thousand volumes.

Both of these memories in print present his readers with 
a glimpse of his childhood within the library, and both are 
used by Borges to situate the library as a key location for both 
his mind and his body during his creative formation. Both 
memories represent this library as copious in its collection of 

books. It is important to understand that Borges’s reading was 
so couched in English as a child that he was first exposed to 
Spanish literature through its translation into English. This 
does not mean that his Spanish literary abilities were lacking 
in any way. To wit, his first published work was a translation 
from English to Spanish of Oscar Wilde’s “The Happy Prince” 
published in El País newspaper in Buenos Aires on June 25, 
1910, at the age of ten. This translation demonstrates his equal 
ability in both the English and the Spanish language. It also 
confirms the inverted nature of his language acquisition to 
such an extent that it is almost unsurprising to learn that he 
first read El ingenioso hidalgo Don Quijote (Don Quixote) as 
an English translation. Borges states that:

When later I read Don Quixote in the original, it sounded 
like a bad translation to me. I still remember those red 
volumes with the gold lettering of the Garnier edition. At 
some point, my father’s library was broken up, and when I 
read the Quixote in another edition I had the feeling that 
it wasn’t the real Quixote. Later, I had a friend get me the 
Garnier, with the same steel engravings, the same foot-
notes, and also the same errata. All those things form part 
of the book for me; this I consider the real Quixote. [sic.]

It might appear incredible that he would think of a transla-
tion as “the real Quixote” if one did not understand the level 
to which English literature was of critical importance to his 
career formation as a writer, as well as how English literature 
was critical to his home life and his personal relationship to 
Spanish as language and literature.

An interesting illustration of this question of what consti-
tutes the real version of a work of literature is contained in 
Borges short story “Pierre Menard, Autor del Quixote” (Pierre 
Menard, Author of the Quixote) in his 1944 collection of 
short stories titled Ficciones (Fictions). This short story relates 
the tale of how Pierre Menard wrote an analogous but con-
temporarily original version of Don Quixote, one in which he 
copied the original work word for word. The voice of Menard, 
in Borges’s writing, tells the reader that Menard’s admirable 
ambition was to produce some pages that coincide – word for 
word and line for line – with those of Miguel de Cervantes. 
This endeavor, even though the end product is verbally identi-
cal to the original, he believes will be infinitely richer than the 
original. In this way Borges, through the pseudo-quotation of 
Menard, is proposing something truly radical: that historical 
truth is not what happens, it is what we judge to have hap-
pened. He states, using Menard, that:

Thinking, analyzing, inventing (he also wrote to me) 
are not anomalous acts, they are the normal breathing 
of intelligence. Glorifying the occasional fulfillment of 
that function, treasuring old and foreign thoughts, re-
membering with incredulous stupor what doctor univer-

Fig. 4. Jorge Luis Borges et al., “Exterior box cover, Book cover,”  
Siete poemas sajones / Seven Saxon Poems
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salis thought, is confessing our languor or our barbarism. 
Every man must be capable of all ideas, and I understand 
that in the future he will be.

Thus, Borges asserts that Menard has enriched reading by 
the use of deliberate anachronism and erroneous attribution. 
This idea that the creation of a copy from the original, that 
is itself equivalent to the original but is also its own original 
work that not only challenges and questions the original, is, 
right down to its footnotes and errata, laden with analytical 
possibilities for investigation. This type of creativity requires 
from its authors new thinking, analyzing and inventing, 
which constitute what Mernard called the “breathing of in-
telligence.” Consequently, as the breathing of intelligence, 
it should be considered a glorious practice and be exalted as 
unique and original. Further the idea of its appropriation and 
recreation, and not the servile and barbaric recitation of what 
are “old and foreign thoughts,” breaks his work free from 
merely rewriting, reinterpreting or translating works of litera-
ture from previous periods. Instead, it proposes the recreation 
of these same works in the ontological now.

The idea of what the original and the replication of the orig-
inal can be is very closely tied to Borges’s understanding of the 
work of William Morris. This can be established in the prose, 
teaching and poetry he produced. 

The most direct means of ascertaining a connection be-
tween Borges and Morris is in Borges’s own words. He states 
on two separate occasions that he received a copy of Völsunga 

Saga from his father. The better-known reference is in a poem 
titled “A islandia” (To Iceland) published in 1972 in the book 
El oro de tigres (The Gold of Tigers). The pertinent verses con-
firm that his father gave him the Völsunga Saga.

The earlier lesser-known account, written in 1969, provides 
more information. It is located in the original forward that 
Borges wrote for an artist book that he created with Rich-
ard-Gabriel Rummonds and Arnoldo Pomodoro, titled 
Siete poemas sajones / Seven Saxon Poems (1974) (Figs. 4-5). 
It reveals that: 

My love of Saxondome [sic] has, as all things have, roots 
that reach back to eternity.  …  Firstly, we may surmise my 
Northumbrian blood. Then, a copy of a book my father 
gave me when I was a boy: the Völsunga Saga, done into 
English by William Morris and Eiríkr Magnússon.

Both versions confirm that Borges first came into con-
tact with the Völsunga Saga due to his father giving him 
a copy as child. The earlier, and lesser-known, foreword 
version significantly includes the relevant detail that it 
was the version “done into English by William Morris 
and Eiríkr Magnússon.” The edition that he read, which 
left an indelible impression on him, is uncertain, especial-
ly since his “father’s library was broken up…” as Borges 
explains in his Autobiographical Notes in The New Yorker. 

Regardless of the edition, the Völsunga Saga made an 
impression on the young Borges that lasted to his final 

Figs. 4 & 5 Jorge Luis Borges et al., “Exterior box cover, Book cover,” & “Title page of book,”  
Siete poemas sajones / Seven Saxon Poems (1974), Multimedia (Museum of Modern Art, NY 
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years, when he made his own pilgrimages to Iceland in 
1971 and 1979. Let me be clear that Borges did not only 
study Morris’s writing in his youth but as he became a 
mature writer his studies of Morris continued. There is 
a great deal of evidence that this was the case. It is also 
significant that in the foreword to Siete poemas sajones the 
concepts of Saxondom, Icelandic literature as well as Ger-
manic literature are presented as each contributing to the 
establishment of what would become Saxon literature and 
by association the foundation of English literature.

 Borges’s earliest published reference to Saxondom 
is located in his first book of poetry published in Buenos Ai-
res in 1923, Fervor de Buenos Aires (Fervor of Buenos Aires). 
The poem that is titled Líneas que pude haber escrito y perdido 
hacia 1922 (Verses that I could have written and lost around 
1922), alludes to his own Saxon descent when it says:

[L]os sajones, los árabes y los godos 
que, sin saberlo, me engendraron,

the Saxons, the Arabs and the Goths 
that, without knowing it, begot me.

More significant are his references to Saxondom in his 1932 
book of essays Discusión (Discussion), a work that garnered 
him national critical attention in Argentina for the first time. 
This collection of essays includes two essays in which the work 
of Morris figures prominently. The first essay of note for the 
purpose of this analysis is La postulación de la realidad (The 
postulation of reality) where he proposes a difference between 
writers that provide an excess of detail in an attempt to create 
“an identical nature” as opposed to those that employ “im-
precision” in their works which is “tolerable or plausible in 
literature because we almost always tend toward it in reality.” 
The key example used to illustrate this postulation is taken 
from Morris’s The Life and Death of Jason (1867), involving 
centaurs and sirens. 

In the second article in this same book, El arte narrativo 
y la magia (Narrative Art and Magic) he again uses Morris’s 
The life and Death of Jason as a key example to sustain his 
argument that there are two types of narratives, the realistic 
and the magical. The realistic type attempts to present reality 
in all its chaotic detail and thus falls short of convincing the 
reader of its reality, because it is an impossible task to include 
enough detail to convince the reader completely that such a 
reality could possibly exist. Alternatively, it is the magical that 
succeeds, but not by attempting to create a complete and de-
tailed world. Instead, rather than attempting to portray all the 
detailed chaos of the world directly, the magical assumes that 
the fantastical and the mundane or quotidian exist simultane-
ously side by side. The amalgamation of the two provides the 
solution to the problem of how it was that Morris’s The Life 

and Death of Jason could present “the realistic narration of 
the fabulous adventure … [which] required, above all, a strong 
appearance of factual truth, in order to achieve that willing 
suspension of disbelief which, for Coleridge, is the essence of 
poetic faith.” It is in these two articles that Emir Rodríguez 
Monegal asserts that Borges “laid the foundation for a theory 
of fantastic literature that he would later develop in important 
articles and, especially, in his fiction”. 

This duality of realistic narration combined with impreci-
sion, in which the real draws in the reader, and the impreci-
sion activates the reader’s own imagination in order to trans-
form the work on the page, suspends the transition to disbelief 
in the reader so that perception is shifted just enough that the 
reader accepts the fantastical elements as part of the everyday 
experience. 

This transformation is most notably complete in Borges’s 
short story El jardín de senderos que se bifurcan (The Garden of 
Bifurcating Paths), originally published in 1941, and later in-
cluded in the 1944 book of short stories Ficciones (Fictions). It 
is in this book that his fantastic literature comes into maturity 
wherein, as Rodríguez Monegal explains: 

Borges had finally discovered a format for this future fic-
tion which was unmistakably original. It was a combina-
tion of fiction and essay—two literary genres that conven-
tion had generally kept apart but that in Borges’ peculiar 
view of reality were bound to mesh. By pretending that 
a story has already been told in a published book, Borges 
could offer, instead of a retelling of the story, a critique of 
it. The narrative discourse was submerged, masked under 
the critical discourse. Fiction became truth because what 
was invented was not the fact that the story may have 
happened (a commonplace task in discussing fiction) but 
that the story preexisted its telling. By pretending that the 
story had already been invented, Borges again claimed 
the rights of a reader, not of an author.

Thus, in the stories collected in Fictions, especially those 
that are most often cited – which are Tlon, Uqbar, Orbis Ter-
tius; Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote; The Library of Ba-
bel; and The Garden of Bifurcating Paths – Borges presents the 
fusion of essay and fiction, employing realistic though ambig-
uous narration that suspends disbelief in the fabulous events 
that force the reader to confront the paradoxes that surround 
us in our daily lives. It is in this way that a mundane discus-
sion of the source of an entry in an encyclopedia, in Tlon, 
Uqbar, Orbis Tertius, presents the reader with the fabrication 
of another reality, whose fabrication makes you believe it is as 
valid as our own. The recreation of a work of classic Spanish 
literature, El Quijote, becomes new again as a unique recre-
ation of Pierre Menard. A universe becomes a library that con-
tains the universe of knowledge in the Library of Babel. And, 
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as if this were not enough, in The Garden of Bifurcating Paths 
a fragment of intrigue from the First World War becomes a 
rumination upon how time is a labyrinth in which we all be-
come found and lost.

What is most interesting here, especially for this audience, 
is how this “unmistakably original” work traces a great deal of 
its genealogy to the literature of William Morris. 

In 1955 Borges was named director of the National Library 
of Argentina. The following year, 1956, he was named to the 
professorship of English and American Literature at the Uni-
versity of Buenos Aires. Unfortunately, this same year, 1956, 
his progressive blindness finally prevented him from reading 
or writing on his own. Regardless, he continued to teach En-
glish and American Literature. He said in a 1968 interview 
about these courses:

I know, or rather I’ve been told because I cannot see, that 
more and more students keep coming to my classes, and 
that many of them are not even registered. So, I guess we 
can assume they want to listen to me, right?

Fortunately, the lectures that he gave were recorded for oth-
ers to use and were published in 2000 under the title of Pro-
fessor Borges: A Course on English Literature. In this series of 
25 lectures over the course of a semester he spent three entire 
lectures dedicated to William Morris, more than any other 
subject that was discussed in his course, with the exception 
of Beowulf. 

In those lectures on William Morris and his literary output 
Borges provides some very relevant information for this inves-
tigation when he draws attention to how

Morris had always been interested in stories, but he be-
lieved that the best stories had already been invented, that 
a writer did not have to invent new stories.  … Morris, … , 
thought that the essential stories already existed and that 
his task was to re-imagine them, re-create them, tell them 
anew.

This statement that stories for Morris were not to be invent-
ed but re-imagined and told anew is similar to Pierre Menard’s 
new Quixote in the ontological now. The retelling, the re-creat-
ing and re-imagining, are the particular and peculiar work that 
make the new work a revised or novel work, a fresh breath of 
creative intelligence that makes the work anew and no longer 
requires it to be forever servile to the original, simultaneously 
recognizing the original’s importance and acknowledging that 
it has grown stale in its stagnant position within the canon. 
Borges also informed his students that:

Morris set himself the task of writing a series of stories like 
The Canterbury Tales, and he placed them in the same era, 
the fourteenth century. Now, this book, which consists of 
twenty-four stories and which Morris managed to finish 

in three years, is written in imitation of Chaucer. But at 
the same time—and this is something the critics seem not 
to have noticed—as a challenge to Chaucer, not only in 
terms of the sources but also in terms of the language.

Those that are more profoundly engaged with the literature 
of William Morris can contemplate the validity of Borges’s ob-
servations. Aside from his judgment, he notes that it is not 
just the recreation of a work in fine printing, but also the chal-
lenge to the original, as noted in the case of Pierre Menard’s 
recreation of The Quixote, as well as Morris’s retelling of not 
just northern but southern stories, as in The Life and Death of 
Jason and the Völsunga Saga, which is crucial to the reader and 
the writer. The challenge of re-imagining the essential stories 
that already exist, to recreate them, tell them anew – that is 
the “breathing of intelligence” rather than the sluggishness of 
repetition of old and foreign thoughts.

In 1940 the young Argentine writer Adolfo Bioy Casares 
published his novel La invención de Morel (The Invention of 
Morel or Morel’s Invention). This book included a prologue 
by his friend, colleague and mentor Jorge Luis Borges. In the 
prologue Borges wrote what amounted to a manifesto for “lit-
erature of the fantastic,” according to Rodríguez Monegal. 
Though the novel and prologue were largely ignored by most 
individuals, they had a lasting effect on others. Both the novel 
and prologue were “carefully read by a small group of writers 
who would come to dominate Latin American Fictions and 
criticism in the next two decades—people such as Octavio Paz 
(the Mexican poet, critic and diplomat), Juan José Arreola (ac-
ademic and premier experimental writer of twentieth century 
Mexican literature), Julio Cortázar (the Argentine writer, one 
of the founders of what came to be known as the Latin Amer-
ican Literary Boom, and who subsequently influenced writers 
such as Mexican author Carlos Fuentes and Colombian au-
thor Gabriel García Marquez, among others), along with Alejo 
Carpentier (the Cuban writer, who like Cortázar, influenced 
Latin American literature during the Boom). In less than fif-
teen years those few readers would become a large audience.” 
The larger audience expanded by publication and translation 
throughout the world forming part of what is referred to as 
the Latin American “boom” and subsequently spreading mag-
ical realism throughout the continent and the world. In their 
magical realist works novelists such as Julio Cortázar, Carlos 
Fuentes and Gabriel García Marquez addressed political and 
cultural repression in Latin America, while presenting ques-
tions that foreshadow the formal advent of deconstructivism, 
postmodernism and postcolonialism. These novelists raise 
other critical theoretical questions that make up the reality of 
existence in Latin America, fantastical though such an asser-
tion may appear to be. It was the combination of the fantastic 
or magically extraordinary couched directly within the reality 
of Latin America, as Borges postulated, that facilitated the ac-
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ceptance of the remarkable as part and parcel of the quotidian.

It was in this fashion that William Morris’s writings, and 
Borges’s understanding of his philosophy of literature, rep-
resents an essential contribution to the formation of Borg-
es’s view of the potential function of a realism that could be 
combined with the fantastic. In this way, Morris is one of the 
predecessors of, and indisputably connected to, the develop-
ment of magical realism in Latin American literature. Wheth-
er Borges’s reading and understanding of Morris is correct or 
not is irrelevant. Instead, it is more profitable to understand it 
as he explains in his 1975 short story “Ulrica”:

My story will be faithful to reality or, in any case, to my 
personal memory of reality, which is the same thing.

Peter Tanner is an Associate Instructor in Spanish at the University of Utah 
and Editor of Openings: Studies in Book Art. He has a Ph.D. in Latin Ameri-
can literature, an MA in Latin American Art History, and a BFA in Painting 
and Printmaking. His research focuses on artist books from Latin America.
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IN DEFENSE OF ELBERT HUBBARD: 
MORRIS IMITATOR OR  
INSPIRED FOLLOWER?

David Kopp

In October 1909, May Morris embarked on a three-month 
American lecture tour of the Eastern and Midwestern United 
States. Auspiciously, the purpose of the tour was to promote 
“her father’s life and work and to promote his Collected Works 
scheduled for publication beginning in 1910” (Thoreson, 
2012, 2). She was also keen to learn more about the Amer-
ican Arts and Crafts Movement and its leading figures. As 
the daughter and apprentice of William Morris, she was rec-
ognized as the unchallenged authority on Arts and Crafts in 
England. When May arrived in Buffalo, New York to give a 
lecture, Elbert Hubbard, the founder of the Roycroft Press 
and its Arts and Crafts Community, dispatched his leading 
designer, Dard Hunter, with an invitation to May to visit and 
speak at his campus in nearby East Aurora, New York. Ms. 
Morris, who had undoubtedly heard about Hubbard as the 
so-called “American William Morris,” refused the invitation, 
famously saying to Hunter: “I have no desire to see that ob-
noxious imitator of my dear father” (Champney, 1968, 199).

For Morris scholars, these words have long condemned 
Hubbard and relegated his legacy to the shelf of ancillary 
trivia. Surprisingly, Hubbard would probably not have taken 
offense at May’s words, since he never saw himself as an orig-
inal thinker. As one of his earliest biographers suggests: 

Originality is an attribute that is not claimed by Mr. 
Hubbard, nor does he consider its possession a matter of 
value or importance. His aim has been to model his own 
work after that of others who seem to him to be most 
worthy of emulation. His success lies in a keen judgment 
and the knowledge of how to adapt the theories and prac-
tices of others to his own needs (Lane, 1901, 72).

Throughout his life, Elbert Hubbard looked for opportuni-
ties that would serve his own quest for self-achievement. The 
son of a Midwestern family physician, he did not attend uni-
versity, but instead chose a path of enterprise and salesman-
ship eventually rising to a position of junior partner in the 
Larkin Soap Company in Buffalo. It was during that associa-
tion in 1884 that Hubbard, his wife, and four children moved 
to East Aurora, a suburb of Buffalo. He was on the road to 
success, when, in 1889, he met a young woman who became 
something of a muse to him, resulting in a radical life change 
and a new goal to become a person of letters.

Alice Moore was a school teacher acquaintance of Hub-
bard’s first wife, Bertha, and Hubbard’s affair with her began 
with Alice encouraging Hubbard to write. It was “a soul-em-
brace,” according to Hubbard, “with a perfect understanding 
between us” (The Philistine, July, 1901). Over time, it grew to 
be much more. Hubbard wrote a first novel in 1891, The Man: 
A Story of Today, under a pen-name, and, in 1892, he shocked 

Figure 1 – The title page from A William Morris Book (1907).

Figure 2 – Two facing pages from A William Morris Book (1907) with a photo  
engraving of the letter to Robert Thompson from William Morris  

(February 25, 1886) in the hand of Morris. 
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his family by selling his entire interest in J.D. Larkin & Co. 
for $75,000. Perhaps at the suggestion of Alice who had a 
college education, Hubbard decided to attend Harvard. He 
wrote to his mother announcing his arrival in Cambridge in 
January 1893; but, according to the Harvard records, he only 
entered the College as a special student in September of 1893, 
withdrawing in December of that same year (Champney, 
1968, 41). University rigor did not suit the 33-year-old Elbert, 
and he continued to disparage college education for the rest of 
his life, repeatedly quoting Emerson on its chief benefit “only 
to show the boy its little avail.”

Though his hopes for education at Harvard proved unten-
able, his time in nearby Concord turned out to be very pro-
ductive for his career as a writer. While there, in the haunts 
of Thoreau and Emerson, he devised what would become one 
of his most popular and lucrative literary ideas. Little Journeys 
would be a monthly series of short biographical essays based 
on his first-hand account of visits to the stomping grounds of 
the great in various fields. His first project would be English 
writers, and he decided to make a pilgrimage abroad to Ire-
land and England in the summer of 1894 (Champney, 1968, 
49). While in England, Hubbard visited the homes of George 
Eliot, Carlyle, Ruskin, Wordsworth, Coleridge, De Quincy, 
Scott, Turner, Gladstone, and Dickens. If the individual were 
still alive, he tried to meet them. (In the case of Carlyle who 
died in 1881, Hubbard substituted an audience with Carlyle’s 
ghost.) When he returned home, he failed to find a publisher 
immediately, so he arranged for the first essays to be printed in 
booklet form by a local printer. In 1895 G.H. Putnam picked 
up the idea after initially refusing it, and it became a highly 
successful subscription-based pamphlet for 14 years.

An enigmatic visit with William Morris

Hubbard’s biographies were designed to be entertaining 
with personal anecdotes that suggested a familiarity with the 
famous person. Seemingly prone to exaggeration, however, it 
is difficult to know if he actually did meet the people about 
whom he wrote. In the journey to Ruskin’s home, Brantwood, 
it seems unlikely that Hubbard could have had a cogent con-
versation with Ruskin, who, in 1894, was already regarded 
as insane by most of his friends. Why did he choose to visit 
Morris? Perhaps along his travels in England, someone may 
have suggested that Hubbard pay a visit, or perhaps he may 
have read about Morris and the Kelmscott Press in the Ameri-
can periodical, The Knight Errant, which was being published 
in Cambridge at the time he was attending Harvard. As for 
the visit itself, because there are no letters from anyone to cor-
roborate his story, we have only the episode itself which he 
included in his Little Journey to the Home of William Morris 
(1900) from which to judge its veracity.

After finding himself lost in Hammersmith, he “found a 
man – a working man – whose face beamed at the mention of 
William Morris” and he took him to Kelmscott House:

We passed through some wide-open gates and up the 
stone walk to the entrance of Kelmscott House. On the 
threshold we met Mr. F. S. Ellis and Mr. Emery Walker, 
who addressed my companion as “Tom.” I knew Mr. Ellis 
slightly and also Mr. Walker, who works Rembrandt mir-
acles with a camera. Mr. Ellis was deep in seeing the fa-
mous “Chaucer” through the press, and Mr. Walker had 
a print to show, so we turned aside, past a great pile of 
paper in crates that cluttered the hallway and entered the 
library. There, leaning over the long, oaken table, in shirt-
sleeves, was the Master. Who could mistake that great 
shaggy head, the tangled beard, and frank, open-eyed 
look of boyish animation? The man was sixty and more, 
but there was no appearance of age in his complexion, 
form or gesture—only the whitened hair! He greeted me 
as if we always had known each other (Hubbard, Little 
Journey to the Home of William Morris, 1900, 16).

Hubbard continues the story by telling how Morris, Mr. 
Ellis, and Professor Child of Harvard fell into an argument 
about the Third Canto of the “Canterbury Tales.” He also 
talks about touring the Dove Bindery and meeting Cob-
den-Sanderson who “is small, red-headed, meek, and wears 
bicycle trousers.” Finally, Sydney Cockerell takes him on a 
tour of the Kelmscott Press.  Hubbard seems to have pulled 
enough names and facts together to make the story credible 
up to the point where he describes meeting Morris again at 
the shop of Emery Walker:

By chance I met him once again for a few moments, some 
days after, at the shop of Emery Walker in Clifford Court, 
Strand. I had been told upon divers occasions by various 
persons that William Morris had no sympathy for Ameri-
can art and small respect for our literature. I am sure this 
was not wholly true, for on this occasion he told me that 
he had read “Huckleberry Finn,” and doted on “Uncle 
Remus.” He also spoke with affection and feeling of Walt 
Whitman, and told me that he had read every printed 
word that Emerson had written. And further he congrat-
ulated me on the success of my book, “Songs from Vaga-
bondia” (Hubbard, 18).

Here, Hubbard attempts to place his own high regard for 
Twain, Whitman, and Emerson into the mouth of Morris. In 
addition, he has Morris make the incorrect statement attrib-
uting to Hubbard Songs from Vagabondia which was actually 
authored by Bliss Carman and Richard Hovey and printed by 
the Kelmscott-inspired publishing firm of Copeland and Day 
in 1894. Bruce White suggests that this last comment was 
perhaps a “private joke” on his friend Bliss Carman; nonethe-
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less, “it affords a good example of Hubbard’s frequently 
lackadaisical attitude toward factual accuracy which so 
offended many of his contemporaries” (White, 2018, 5).

Despite his license with facts, most scholars concede 
that Hubbard probably did visit Morris in the summer of 
1894, even if the meeting were much more perfunctory 
than Hubbard acknowledges. In his monthly magazine, 
The Philistine, which began in 1895, Hubbard occasion-
ally includes quotes, excerpts, and some biographical in-
formation about Morris, but prior to the publication of 
his Little Journey to the Home of William Morris he makes 
no mention of his visit to Kelmscott House. The date 
of publication in 1900 suggests that by that time it had 
become more important for Hubbard to promote a “per-
sonal” relationship to Morris as certain competitors were 
beginning to anchor their firms to the Morris legacy. The 
publication of J. W. Mackail’s biography of Morris in 
1899 may have also precipitated Hubbard’s writing his 
own biography of Morris at that time. 

In 1907, the same Little Journey was reprinted in a de-
luxe Roycroft edition, but retitled A William Morris Book 
(Figures 1 and 2). The deluxe edition also included seven 
letters by Morris to Robert Thomson, an American school 
teacher who was in London between 1884 and 1886, and 
who was involved with the socialist agitations. (Thomson 
was arrested after the Hyde Park demonstrations in July of 
1885 and sought Morris’s advice on whether it was right 
to pay a fine to be released from prison.) In 1906, Thom-
son gave the Morris letters to Hubbard “as the man so 
far as I know in America most likely to appreciate them 
kindly and most capable of presenting them fitly to such 
readers as may have hearts to enjoy them” (Hubbard, A 
William Morris Book, 1907, 39). The letter from Thomson 
to “Comrade” Hubbard gifting the Morris letters was also 
included in the 1907 reprint. Elbert Hubbard had succeeded 
in establishing himself as the person with the best-known (or 
at least well-publicized) American connection to Morris, and 
the deluxe reprint of his earlier Little Journey to the Home of 
William Morris was a good way to advertise this recognition.

Roycroft and the Enterprise of Craft

In an autobiographical sketch in Cosmopolitan January 
1902, Hubbard mentions his visit to Kelmscott only in pass-
ing: “(I) tramped through Europe some more and met Wil-
liam Morris (caught it); came back to East Aurora …” (Hub-
bard, Cosmopolitan, January 1902, 317). What did Hubbard 
“catch” from Morris? Based on the rapid establishment of a 
new multi-faceted business upon his return, there can be little 
doubt that Hubbard’s visit to Kelmscott House inspired him 
with both an appreciation of the handmade book as well as 
the idea for an enterprise of artisan workers dedicated to the 
making of things useful and beautiful. 

Once back in East Aurora in 1895, Hubbard purchased a 
hand press and set up his own print manufactory naming it 
Roycroft after the name of a London press of the 17th century 
operated by the brothers Samuel and Thomas Roycroft: 

In choosing the name ‘Roycroft’ for our shop we had 
these men in mind, but beyond this the word has a spe-
cial significance, meaning King’s Craft—Kingscraftmen 
being a term used in the Guilds of the olden time for men 
who had achieved a certain high degree of skill—men 
who made things for the King (Hubbard, Cosmopolitan, 
January 1902, 311).

Hubbard clearly appreciated the medievalism of the Morris 
enterprise and in particular the books of the Kelmscott Press. 
Writing in 1899, he emphasizes the medieval skills revived by 
Morris: 

Figure 3 – Song of Songs title page. The first book printed by Roycroft 
in 1896. The Roycroft shopmark was derived from that of the 15th 

century French printer Nicholas Jenson. 
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So, we find William Morris, that sanest of all men of 
modern times, that man who could do more things and 
do them well than any man of the Nineteenth century, 
going back to the method of the Olden Time in making 
books. He made the matrices for his type, himself, and 
with his friend Burne-Jones, cut initials and ornaments in 
wood for head bands, tail pieces and title pages, and these 
books were printed on paper made from pure linen rags, 
made just as paper was made in the Thirteenth Century 
(Hubbard, The Philistine, September 1899, 36-37).

With the name Roycroft, Hubbard attempted to establish a 
connection between his own firm and the medieval tradition 
of bookcraft promoted by Morris. Hubbard the marketeer 
also saw the etymology of the name as an asset for his new 
business as a firm of quality: “a Roycrofter is a person who 
makes beautiful things, and makes them as well as he can” 
(Hubbard, Cosmopolitan, January 1902, 311).

The first book to be printed at Roycroft in 1896 was an 
edition of the biblical Song of Songs with a “Study” written 
by Hubbard. He was now printing his monthly The Philis-

tine, and “to fill in the time, we printed a book—printed it 
like a Morris book—printed it as well as we could” (Hub-
bard, Cosmopolitan, January 1902, 312). Sadly, it was not a 
very successful interpretation of the Kelmscott style. The title 
page (Figure 3) is done in black and red, what would become 
the signature color scheme for Roycroft, and introduces the 
Roycroft shopmark for the first time which was based on one 
used by Nicholas Jenson, the 15th century French printer. The 
use of the Jenson mark was still another attempt by Hubbard 
to link Roycroft to the medieval past. Hubbard with his lim-

ited ability and understanding actually did try to apply some 
Kelmscott technique. According to Susan Thompson, “The 
black printing on the title page comes from a woodblock, 
clumsily handlettered by Hubbard’s wife” (Thompson, 1996, 
170). The ornament, however, fell-off sharply after the first 
few pages, with the biblical text being undecorated with un-
distinguished Bookman typography. The self-congratulatory 
colophon at the end of the book speaks to Hubbard’s hubris 
and is an exaggeration of Morris’s own pseudomedieval lan-
guage:

Figure 4 – Ad for A William Morris Book from The Philistine,February, 1907. Figure 5 – Ad for Roycroft Books from The Philistine, February, 1907
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And here, then, is finished this noble book … printed after 
the manner of the Venetians with no power save that of 
the Human Muscle, at the Roycroft Printing Shop. Be-
gun on September, the third day 1895, and finished – 
thank God! – on January, the twentieth day, 1896.

Morris and Burne-Jones formed the Kelmscott Press in 
reaction to the poor state of book printing in Victorian En-
gland. Hubbard expressed a similar regard for American book 
publishers. In a small volume printed in 1900 by Roycroft 
entitled The City of Tagaste and a Dream and Prophecy, Hub-
bard describes a dystopic future society where the demand for 
cheap goods destroys the craft of book making:

The rage for invention increased — typesetting machines 
came in, and typesetters by the thousand, too old to learn 
a new trade, were taken from their cases, and walked 
the streets looking for work, and not finding it, prayed 
for death. By the use of photography, the engraver was 
abolished in many instances, & the illuminator had long 
turned to dust… . And so, in a factory where ten thou-
sand books a day were made, there was neither a printer, 
an illustrator, an illuminator nor a binder (Hubbard, The 
City of Tagaste, 1900, 3).

Hubbard was an admirer of business acumen, and what 

he saw at the Kelmscott Press was a successful business idea 
based on high quality and high price: “And behold, the people 
who loved good books proved more numerous than was at 
first supposed and they bought the books and paid for them. 
In making these books, it was the constant motto: ‘How good 
can they be made — Fix the dash how cheap’” (Hubbard, The 
Philistine, September, 1899, 37). This admiration may have 
been appreciated by Morris. His talents as an entrepreneur 
were applied at Kelmscott as they were in the other aspects of 
Morris & Co., segmenting his customers based on their abili-
ty to purchase: “Just as the firm sold goods at a range of prices 
and qualities, from high works of art down to simple domestic 
articles, so too the Kelmscott Press produced books of differ-
ing sizes, lavishness of illustration, and price” (Harvey, Press, 
and Maclean, 2020, 53). Hubbard followed this approach at 
Roycroft, advertising books in various bindings, on paper or 
vellum (Figures 4 and 5). Most books sold for $2.00, but the 
1912 catalogue offered an American Bible, “The finest of the 
Roycroft Modeled-Leather books” at $300.00 Printings were 
in limited quantities and each copy was numbered. Perhaps 
trying to go one better than the medievalism of Morris, hand 
“illumination” was often an additional option. Hubbard ex-
plains: “This is a revival of a lost art that died out with so 
much of the artistic work done by the monks of the olden 
time” (Hubbard, Cosmopolitan, January 1902, 314).

By his own admission, Elbert Hubbard was not a designer 
like Morris, and much of the criticism of him has been di-
rected at his lack of artistic understanding of bookcraft. He 
literally learned as he went: “At first I bound my books in pa-
per covers and simple boards. Men wrote to me wanting fine 
bindings … I found that the bookbinders were all dead” (Hub-
bard, Cosmopolitan, January 1902, 318). European-trained 
Louis Kinder came to Roycroft in 1897 and ran the bindery 

Figure 6 – Title page from Little Journey to the Home of Alfred Tennyson 
designed by Sam Warner, 1899. Note the so-called “illumined” green and 

yellow details in the design. These were inked by hand after printing. 

Figure 7 – Title page of Justinian and Theodora,  
designed by Dard Hunter 1906. 
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for Hubbard until 1911 with some beautiful bindings to his 
credit. As the book-printing at Roycroft evolved, Hubbard 
also came to rely increasingly on artists who improved the 
look of the designs. Samuel Warner, who arrived in East Au-
rora in 1895, became the most practiced at replicating the 
Kelmscott style. (See Figure 6, Little Journey to the Home of 
Alfred Tennyson.) Warner studied in London and was a fellow 
of the Royal Society of Artists and “may well have seen Au-
brey Beardsley’s decorations for the Dent Le Morte d’ Arthur” 
(Thompson, 1996, 172). Others, including Walter Denslow 
and Dard Hunter, took book design at Roycroft in their own 
directions without any deliberate attempt at imitating the 
Kelmscott style. Denslow became famous as the illustrator 
of Frank Baum’s The Wizard of Oz in 1900.  Hunter, whose 
designs were largely influenced by European Art Nouveau 
(Figure 7), left Roycroft in 1910 and continued in the Morris 
tradition of high book-art, becoming one of the foremost au-
thorities on fine paper manufacture.

When Hunter arrived in East Aurora for one of the Roycroft 
“summer schools” in 1904, he wrote enthusiastically to his 
parents about the beauty of the Roycroft campus. “The build-
ings, inside and out, featured those Mission and ‘old world’ 
details that he so admired: hand-wrought furniture and metal 
fixtures and fittings, exposed beams and vaulted ceilings, and 
ivy-covered fieldstone walls. There were even broad expans-
es of green lawns kept neat by grazing sheep” (Baker, 2000, 
22). According to Hubbard, the entire establishment grew by 
practical necessity, beginning in his old barn in 1895. Several 
stone buildings followed, all done in the then-prevalent Goth-
ic revival style with crenelated towers which helped to further 
Hubbard’s medievalist vision for his craft enterprise (Figures 
8 and 9). Beyond the printing and binding of books, Hubbard 
soon added a line of decorative home furnishings, requiring 
blacksmithing, carpentry, and weaving shops. Hubbard al-

ways claimed that these arose based on the needs and abilities 
of his workers, but he must have known enough about Morris 
& Co. to imitate the firm’s offerings.

After visiting Kelmscott House in 1894, Hubbard read 
Morris in earnest, and he was soon paraphrasing him in his 
own statements about labor and art:

Art is the expression of man’s joy in his work. You cannot 
get joy from feeding things all day into a machine. You 
must let man work with hand and brain, and then out of 
the joy of this marriage of hand and brain, beauty will be 
born (Hubbard, Cosmopolitan, January 1902, 320).

According to Felix Shay, who worked at Roycroft begin-
ning in 1907, Hubbard believed in the benefit of meaningful 
work as the cure for the human condition. “Whoever applied 
for work at East Aurora, who would work, was never turned 
away” (Shay, 1926, 110). He also shared with Morris the prin-
ciple that work is for the worker before it can be of any plea-
sure to anyone else: 

To possess a piece of work that the workman made in joy-
ous animation is a source of joy for the possessor … And 
this love of the work done by the marriage of hand and 
brain can never quite go out of fashion—for we are men 
and women, and our hopes and aims and final display are 
at last one. Where one enjoys, all enjoy; where one suffers, 
all suffer (Hubbard, Cosmopolitan, January 1902, 320).

As an employer, Hubbard believed strongly in his mission 
to help the youth of East Aurora. Sounding much like Mor-
ris in an appreciation of the beautiful countryside in News 
from Nowhere, Hubbard loved the farmland of Western New 
York, and saw “the City” as a destructive force that pulled 
young people “in and not all returned or were heard of again” 
(Shay, 1926, 68). Like Morris at Merton Abbey, who hired 

Figure 8 (left) The original Roycroft print-shop 1897. After being converted to the first Roycroft Inn, the tower contained the John Ruskin and  
William Morris guest rooms. Figure 9 (right) The new print shop built in 1901. The crenellated tower contained Hubbard’s office
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teenage boys and girls from Merton and Mitcham, Hubbard 
did much the same at Roycroft: “His philosophy was that all 
boys and girls wish to make things with their hands; that they 
wish to make beautiful things; that they desire to learn, get 
along, progress; so, he supplied the opportunity for them at 
home” (Shay, 1926, 69). Unlike Morris, however, Hubbard 
was not a craftsman and relied on the shop masters to teach. 
Everyone was encouraged to learn as they wished: “Quite of-
ten the boys in the printing department wish to learn binding, 
or the girls in the folding-room may wish to learn illuminat-
ing, and that they may continue their regular work during the 
day, efficient instructors are at the shop nearly every evening 
during the week to teach them” (Lane, 59). Hunter began at 
Roycroft learning stained glass with an apprenticeship at J. & 
R. Lamb Company in New York City at Hubbard’s expense, 
but also worked in pottery and metal, beginning his own 
Dard Hunter School of Handicraft in 1908 while still in the 
employ of Hubbard. (Figure 10 is a cartoon done by Hunter 
for a stained-glass panel at Roycroft. The figure of the printer 
bears a remarkable likeness to William Morris.)

Hubbard’s presence at Roycroft was always viewed pater-

nalistically, and he was referred to as “Father” by many in the 
shop. In keeping with the medieval aspiration of his “guild,” 
he began using the monkish nickname Fra Elbertus referring 
to others in a similar way with pet medieval-inspired names. 
Shortly after beginning his employment at Roycroft, Hunter 
gave an account of Hubbard’s appearance and his work there:  

He wears his curly black hair very long and a huge necktie 
adorns his neck. Most of the time he wears overalls, but 
he himself is not an artisan, which is to say he does not 
work in the shop with his hands, but his brain does a 
great deal of the hardest work that is done there (Baker, 
2000, 22).

Freeman Champney sees two influences in Hubbard’s attire 
(Figure 11): “The first was the fin-de-siécle foppishness of the 
Oscar Wilde group – flowing hair and voluminous cravat.” 
The other was William Morris – “flannel shirts, baggy pants, 
and heavy shoes … and the contrast between the two elements 
never seems to have bothered him” (Champney, 1968, 60-
61). Despite his theatrical style and medievalist fun on the 
Roycroft campus, Hubbard was always recognized as the 
Boss. According to Shay, however, “there were no bosses at 
all at East Aurora. Hubbard lived by the rule ‘That business is 

Figure 10 – Cartoon done by Dard Hunter for a stained-glass panel 
(1908).The girth and long hair of the printer suggest  

Hunter may have had Morris in mind. 

Figure 11 – Elbert Hubbard circa 1900. 
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bossed best that is bossed least’” (Shay, 1926, 205). There was 
also a philosophy of shared responsibility: “Whenever possible 
there was a rotation of tasks: a printer that imbibed too much 
of the indoors was put to mowing and shaving the lawn. Af-
ter the color returned to his cheeks, he returned to his trade” 
(Shay, 205).

In 1900, Hubbard oversized the Morris enterprise, describ-
ing Merton Abbey as “having three thousand hands at work 
in its various manufactories” (Hubbard, Little Journey to the 
Home of William Morris, 1900, 12). Clearly, Hubbard nev-
er saw the Merton Abbey workshops and their idyllic setting 
along the Wandle; but, based on his description of Roycroft in 
1902, he was most likely familiar with Morris’s 1884 lecture 
on the ideal factory:

Sweat-shop methods can never succeed in producing 
beautiful things. And, so the management of the Roy-
croft Shop surrounds the workers with beauty … we have 
pictures, statuary, flowers, ferns, palms, birds, and a pia-
no in every room. We have the best sanitary appliances 
that money can buy; we have bath-rooms, shower-baths, 
library, rest-rooms. Every week we have dances, concerts, 
lectures, we have singing classes, individual instruction 
in music, classes in clay-modeling, sketching, literature, 
history and bookkeeping. We try to find out what each 
person can do best, what he wants to do, and then we 
encourage him to put his best into it (Hubbard, Cosmo-
politan, January 1902, 320).

There was also a communal dining hall, where Roycrofters 
and visitors had meals together, and an 
inn. Visitors to Roycroft were encouraged 
and Hubbard used the campus to teach 
the curious about his Arts and Crafts en-
terprise by seeing and watching it in prac-
tice.

The first inn was housed in the origi-
nal carpenter-gothic print shop built in 
1897 (Figure 8). In the tower were the 
John Ruskin guest room and the William 
Morris room below it. In 1905, a new 
Roycroft Inn was designed in what has 
been described as “Prairie Style,” influ-
enced in part by Frank Lloyd Wright who 
was at work simultaneously in Buffalo 
on the now-gone Larkin Soap Co. build-
ing and the landmarked Martin House, 
Hubbard’s former boss at the Larkin Co. 
The Roycroft Inn Music Salon, designed 
by Hubbard, his second wife, Alice, and 
several Roycrafters, (Figure 12) is con-
sidered to be one of the most beautiful 

Arts and Crafts rooms in America, and contains an exten-
sive multi-panel mural by the Barbizon painter Alexis Jean 
Fournier depicting the history of art from ancient times to the 
modern age. The final mural panel in the historical sequence 
is, of course, the Roycroft campus. Naturally, the Inn was 
furnished entirely with Roycroft products, including many 
of their Morris chairs, named for the original recliner built 
for William Morris by Philip Webb. Prior to the First World 
War, almost every one of the many Arts and Crafts firms in 
America was making a version of this chair. Perhaps to stand 
out from the others, Hubbard addended another improbable 
detail to the account of his visit with Morris to promote the 
Roycroft model as being “nearly as excellent as the one in 
which I rested at Kelmscott House—broad, deep, massive, 
upholstered with curled hair, and covered with leather that 
would delight a book-binder” (Hubbard, The Philistine, Sep-
tember 1899, 102). 

Socialism itself (whatever it might be)  
is not offensive — the Word is

In 1900, Janet Ashbee, wife of C. R. Ashbee, visited Roy-
croft and likened the feeling she had of the place to that of 
Brook Farm, the short-lived utopian community founded 
by George Ripley in 1841 in outlying Boston (Clancy, 155). 
Brook Farm was an important precursor for many in the 
Arts and Crafts Movement, both in the United States and 
England. Hubbard read about Brook Farm as well as many 
of the hundreds of other American communes, including the 
Quakers, Mennonites, Amana Colonists, and Oneieda Com-

Figure 12 - The Music Salon of the new Roycroft Inn (1905). The mural done by Alexis Fournier 
wraps around the perimeter of the large room.
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munists. He also knew that they overwhelmingly met with 
failure. Hubbard never intended Roycroft to be a commune: 
“He was not to be tempted into that sort of error—yet he be-
lieved and rightfully—that we could borrow some wholesome 
ideas from the old Communists, i.e., the idea that all work is 
respectable including the dirty work; the idea that plain, clean 
clothes are plenty good enough for any one; the idea that so-
cial distinctions should be tabu [sic]” (Shay, 1926, 124).

To the visitor, Roycroft did appear to be a commune. The 
Roycrofters ate together, played together (outdoor sports were 
encouraged by “the Fra”), built each other’s houses, as well 
as the communal buildings; they even married each other. 
However, like Morris & Co. after 1875, Roycroft was an indi-
vidually owned business: 

… a few shares of stock were held by selected people—but 
when they left the organization, they were obligated to 

sell back their holdings. The stock paid no dividends—
but voluntarily twelve per cent per annum was paid on 
all stock held by the Roycrofters—which was in reality a 
bonus. That income or profits were distributed share and 
share alike was always a myth. That Roycroft property 
was ever held in common by the ‘Communists’ was al-
ways a misconception (Shay, 1926, 121).

According to Shay, any attempt to label Hubbard a Socialist 
was a case of mistaken identity: “He played with words, he 
dabbled in ideas—but he could not change Nature. He was 
an American of American farmer stock and consequently an 
intense individualist” (Shay, 1926, 121). More important to 
Hubbard for his own social philosophy than the collectivism 
espoused by Ruskin and Morris was the individualism of Em-
erson and Thoreau.

Hubbard, like many fin-de-siecle Americans, was immersed 
in the revival of Transcendentalism. Thoreau, Emerson, and 
Whitman were being read widely. Hubbard, who had worked 
his way up the ladder of corporate America and then left, 

Figure 13 - The Fra was a second monthly magazine started in 1908 
by Hubbard as a contrast to The Philistine. He called it “a periodical of 
affirmation” and filled it with the writings of others along with his own 

essays. The November 1911 edition featured William Morris on the cover. 
There was no accompanying article, however. 

Figure 14 – The Philistine begun in 1895 was Hubbard’s monthly 
mouthpiece until his death in 1915. Billed as “a periodical of protest,” it 
became one of the most successful of the many American chapbooks of 

the time with 92,000 subscribers in 1900.
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Figure 15 – An ad from The Philistine, February 1907, promoting 
Hubbard’s upcoming lecture tour 

found in the philosophy of Emerson a justification for his own 
belief in the self-reliant individual who does not conform to 
social whims:

Society is a joint-stock company, in which the members 
agree, for the better securing of his bread to each share-
holder, to surrender the liberty and culture of the eater. 
The virtue in most requests is conformity. Self-reliance is 
its aversion (Emerson, Self-Reliance, 1841).

In Thoreau, he found someone who, like himself, believed 
in the solace of nature and the primitive life but also one who 
knew that it was not necessary to deny modernity in order to 
modify it Hubbard believed in the modern corporation and its 
ability to make the life of humankind better; yet, he also saw 
the need to reform it for the benefit of the individual laborer. 
As Jonathan Clancy suggests: “Rather than deny modernity, 
Hubbard sought to modify it, as Thoreau suggested by restor-
ing the solidity of the pre-industrial self without sacrificing 
the benefits of the modern era” (Clancy, 2009, 151). This, says 
Clancy, is what differentiates the American Arts and Crafts 
Movement from that in England.

In the March 1899 edition of The Philistine, Hubbard wrote 

an essay about a soldier hero in the Spanish American War. 
“A Message to Garcia” is the story of Rowan, an infantryman, 
who volunteered to take an important message to a Cuban 
general without knowing precisely where he was. For Hub-
bard the act of self-reliant action on the part of the soldier was 
the moment that set him apart as the true Emersonian indi-
vidual. It was a quality that Hubbard saw lacking in America 
and one that he blamed for delaying the promise of Socialist 
reform:

And this incapacity for independent action, this moral 
stupidity, this infirmity of the will, this unwillingness to 
cheerfully catch hold and lift, are the things that put pure 
Socialism so far into the future. If men will not act for 
themselves, what will they do when the benefit of their ef-
fort is for all? (Hubbard, The Philistine, March 1898, 112). 

Matthew Clancy believes that Hubbard and Morris part-
ed company over Socialism: “In hindsight, it is apparent that 
Hubbard’s use of Morris was a marriage built upon conve-
nience rather than conviction. By embracing the legacy of 
Morris, Hubbard could claim that his own version of Arts 
and Crafts embodied a similar moral crusade, but he was 
quick to distance himself from Morris’s radical political be-
liefs” (Clancy, 2009, 149). Though it is true that Hubbard 
saw conflicts between Socialism and American Individualism, 
he persistently held the promise of Socialism as something 
that might be possible in the future: “Socialism is coming, by 
slow degrees, imperceptibly almost as the growing of Spring 
flowers that push their way from the damp, dark earth into 
the sunlight” (The Philosophy of Elbert Hubbard, 1930, 150). 
Writing in 1899, he believed (or wished) that Morris shared in 
his own idea of Socialism as the future utopia:

Morris was too practical not to know that the time is not 
ripe for life on a communal basis, but in his heart was 
a high and holy ideal that he has partially explained in 
his books “A Dream of John Ball” and “News from No-
where,” and more fully in many lectures. His sympathy 
was ever with the workingman, and to better the con-
dition of the toiler was his sincere desire (Hubbard, The 
Philistine, September 1899, 103). 

As Hubbard came to know more of Morris’s revolutionary 
reform ideas, he drew distinctions between himself and his 
English hero. 

In December 1903, Hubbard used his “Heart to Heart” col-
umn of The Philistine to declare himself a Socialist. “Yes, I am 
a Socialist—a Fabian Socialist” (Hubbard, The Philisitine, De-
cember 1903, 17). Leading up to this declaration, he explains 
the two branches of Socialism: “The Marxian and the Fabian. 
Both schools are made up of idealists, and they disagree only 
as to the policy to be adopted for reaching Utopia; and there is 
also a variance of opinion as to the distance to be traversed in 
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reaching the Ideal City” (1). The Marxists, explains Hubbard, 
want the utopia of equality now. The Fabians, named for the 
Roman General Quintus Fabius (who Hubbard describes as a 
self-reliant, non-conformist), are patient in their expectation 
of change for the better. “To get the thing done some time, is 
what the Fabians want—but the Marxians want the honors 
and the offices, and like a child in the tantrums, can’t wait” 
(2).

Painting him with good Emersonian qualities, Hubbard 
identifies with Quintus Fabius and his followers: “If I wasn’t 
Fra Elbertus, I would be Christian De Wet Quintus Fabi-
us … who rode further and faster out under the stars than any 
of his enemies could by day, and when he finally capitulated, 
dictated his own terms, and afterwards, visiting the enemy’s 
country in citizen’s dress, unaccompanied, was proclaimed 
conqueror” (2). Karl Marx, “a most excellent man, sincere, 
earnest, simple-hearted,” also had his followers: “Especial-
ly were Ruskin and Morris drawn toward the philosophy of 
Marx. Marx had taken their theories and carried them fur-
ther, and shown, to his own satisfaction, that society could 
only be redeemed by the overthrow of those in political pow-
er” (5). Since Marx was in London, Hubbard incorrectly as-
sumes that Morris must have befriended him: “They occa-
sionally appeared on the same platform. In many ways they 
were alike, and they even looked alike” (6).

At the turn of the century, Americans were very suspicious 
of Marxists. President McKinley had been assassinated by a 
Marxist-anarchist in Buffalo on September 1, 1901, and it was 
a dangerous time to be labeled a sympathizer. Morris’s politics 
had become a liability for many of his Arts and Crafts follow-
ers in America. Because he was important to Roycroft, Hub-
bard could not risk losing the connection to the man with 
whom he had been so advantageously associated. Morris had 
to be disinfected of revolutionary Marxism. Hubbard sup-
plied the exonerating words never spoken by William Morris:

No longer did Marx and Morris affiliate, each had their 
adherents. Morris called a public meeting and strongly 
argued that for the socialists to wage war on the present 
social order and invite a pitched battle, would be to get 
wiped out of existence. Those caught in the established 
social order are not the enemies of mankind; to a degree 
they are powerless, and it is an error to condemn them 
wholesale. He said, “We must do what we can, improve 
every opportunity, and like Quintus Fabius, who was 
never defeated, reform the government, not overthrow 
it. Already the people rule—the Throne is but a figure 
of speech. The change will come gradually; we must be 
persistent, watchful, wise; we must take the present social 
order and build upon it” (8).

After he published A Message to Garcia in 1899, Hubbard 

found an affirming audience with executives in American 
business who used his essay as propaganda with their workers 
to encourage initiative in the competitive workplace. In 1903, 
he declared himself a Socialist during a period when the word 
was considered anathema for most American entrepreneurs. 
Hubbard it seemed had successfully navigated the ideologi-
cal waters between Scylla and Charybdis. Transcendentalism 
gave him the voice of individualism with which to lecture on 
the virtue of American achievement. Socialism gave him the 
platform from which to speak to the common laborer as the 
American advocate of Morris, who he had largely reimagined 
as “The English Elbert Hubbard.”

Conclusion

Writing in the Saturday Review of Literature in 1934, the 
Arts and Crafts proponent and bespoke printer Carl Pur-
ington Rollins assessed the differences between Hubbard and 
Morris:

He was as different from Morris … as the Larkin Soap 
factory was different from Merton Abbey … this Ameri-
can barker who reminds one of P. T. Barnum is, strange 
and ridiculous and awful as the fact is, the advertiser of 
William Morris to the American people from 1895 to 
1915 … Hubbard’s printing was unbelievably bad … . As a 
follower of the Arts and Crafts movement he was beneath 
contempt, both artistically and ethically … the mounte-
bank of East Aurora (Champney, 60). 

Rollins’s acerbic remark is typical of those critics who believe 
that Hubbard set out to be a deliberate imitator of Morris. 
Most condemn the Roycroft Press as Hubbard’s failed attempt 
to approximate the splendors of Morris’s Kelmscott. These 
critics tend to ignore the fact that a large part of Hubbard’s 
motivation to print books stemmed from his own recognition 
of the problems with the business of cheap printing in Amer-
ica. “This truth came to me in the early nineties, when John 
B. Alden and half a dozen other publishers of cheap books 
went to the wall” (Cosmopolitan, January 1902, 318). Morris 
convinced Hubbard that a business model based in quality 
would work. Though he promoted a connection to Kelmscott 
when he could, Hubbard clearly knew that the books done by 
Morris and Burne-Jones were of a different quality than those 
of Roycroft. Perhaps that is why he made sure that the library 
at Roycroft contained several Kelmscott Press volumes, which 
were prized as examples of fine book art by Hunter among 
others who worked for Hubbard. Hubbard himself remarked 
that he wished that he had purchased a Chaucer from Morris 
when he visited Kelmscott House. Despite the shortcomings 
of the Roycroft Press, Hunter believed that Hubbard took a 
step in the right direction: “Even though the books produced 
at the Roycroft Shop were bizarre and lacked taste and refine-
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ment … These books were better made than most of the work 
done in this country at the time, and people who had never 
before thought of collecting books began assembling Roycroft 
issues” (Thompson, 1996, 188).  

Hunter was just one of many who benefitted from Hub-
bard’s entrepreneurial skills and thrived in the atmosphere of 
his “Art and Glory” philosophy for an Arts and Crafts com-
munity. In its prime, there were approximately 400 workers 
at Roycroft, and there was a recognition of the privilege of 
the experience of membership in the community. Members 
of the Roycroft shop understood themselves to be a unique 
American achievement:

It has been said that the Roycroft work was founded on 
the idea of William Morris, but let no one imagine the 
Roycrofters are mere imitators—they have in many re-
spects, surpassed Morris. [For] one thing, William Mor-
ris inherited a fortune and always had the money to se-
cure the talent he desired, if it was not close at hand. But 
the Roycroft has had to produce its workmen. And a great 
deal of the people who are now in the Roycroft Shop are 
those with a tortuous past (Francis and Abigail Farrar, 
The Book of the Roycrofters, 1907, 14).

The commercial success of Roycroft, his monthly maga-
zines (Figures 13 and 14), and his lecture tours (Figure 15) 
provided Hubbard with a podium from which he was able 
to articulate his ideas for social reform. He adopted Morris’s 
dream of art for everyone, and created a cooperative commu-
nity and a way of living that was an inspiration to the many 
who came to visit. As a social philosopher, he fused British 
and American thought in a reconciliation of art, labor and 
modernity: “Hubbard used the British reformers’ views on the 
value of labor and combined them with Transcendentalism’s 
insistence that the individual need not become a fractured 
dislocated entity in the modern world” (Clancy, 2009, 146). 
In the early years of Morris’s global influence, Hubbard was a 
uniquely American example of an inspired follower.

Art is the expression of man’s joy in his work, and all 
the joy and love that you weave into the fabric comes out 
again and belongs to the individual who has the soul to 
appreciate (Hubbard, The Cosmopolitan, January 1902, 
319). 

David Kopp, D.Litt. is adjunct professor of Arts and Letters at Drew Uni-
versity, Madison, NJ.

Endnotes

1.  English author Cedric Bonnell was a Hubbard admirer and, in 1904, 
was the first to make this association (Thompson, 1996, 186). 

2.  Lane and Shay, his earlier biographers, date the visit to 1892, as does 
Hubbard himself in Cosmopolitan, January 1902, but given the 
explicit mention of the Chaucer on the press, the Dove Bindery (est. 
1893), and the idea for the Little Journey series while at Harvard, 

Champney, White, and Thompson are in agreement that any visit, if 
it did occur, would have been in 1894.

3.  The first issue of Stickley’s The Craftsman (October 1901) was dedi-
cated almost entirely to Morris.

4.  The letters are dated June 20, 1884, July 24, 1884, January 1, 1885, 
January 15, 1885, April 6, 1885, July 23, 1885, February 25, 1886. 
They are included in The Collected Letters of William Morris, vol. II, 
ed. Norman Kelvin.

5.  The Roycroft Campus was made a National Historic Landmark in 
1990. After a major renovation, the Roycroft Inn still welcomes 
guests. The author stayed last in 2015 and thoroughly enjoyed being 
emersed in Hubbard and Roycroft history.

6.  One of Hubbard’s more insightful aphorisms from A Little Journey to 
the Home of William Morris, 1900, 14.

7.  Hubbard had a Thoreau-like “Cabin in the Woods” at Roycroft 
where he did much of his writing.
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TRIBUTE TO MARK SAMUELS 
LASNER, FEBRUARY 27, 2022

Florence S. Boos and Jane Carlin

In her opening remarks in presenting the William Mor-
ris Society Lifetime Achievement Award, former Society 
President Jane Carlin said of the recipient: “It is safe to say 
that without this individual’s commitment to service, the 
William Morris Society would not be the organization it is 
today. Mark Samuels Lasner’s tireless dedication to the or-
ganization is a role model for service. Mark has championed 
the scholarship of Morris for decades and it is his exemplary 
service that is being recognized today. I can think of no one 
better than last year’s award recipient Florence Boos to share 
a tribute to Mark.” Her tribute has been printed below.

I first met Mark when I was a Bunting Fellow at Harvard 
in the spring of 1981. I had published a note on a German 
edition of one of D. G. Rossetti’s works in the then-William 
Morris Society Newsletter, and Mark wrote to correct an er-
ror. Characteristically he was right, but equally characteristi-
cally he was gracious, and he invited me to his Boston apart-

ment overlooking (I think) Beacon Street. I was delighted 
by his magnificent book collection with its many volumes of 
Decadent writers and Victorian illustrated works, all in mint 
condition. Later that spring I also attended a large “apart-
ment-warming” party, which in retrospect I realized had cele-
brated the beginning of his lifelong creative partnership with 
then-recent Harvard Ph. D. Margaret Stetz.

Mark was the third president of the Morris Society, taking 
over about 1986, and next to Joseph Dunlap he was over-
whelmingly its most important sustainer in its crucial initial 
years. For nineteen years he was the Society’s chief publicist, 
organizer, and administrator—at once its CEO, CFO, Public 
Relations Officer, events arranger, website initiator and writer, 
newsletter-editor, MLA and UK liaison, donor, board mem-
ber recruiter, academic session organizer, and all-round repre-
sentative in the many bibliophilic, scholarly and arts venues 
in which he moved. It was he, for example, who managed 
our bank accounts, untangled the winds of our finances with 
the (to-us) complicated organization of the UK Society, com-
pleted the annoyingly lengthy forms then required for MLA 
Allied Status to ensure our annual sessions, and negotiated 
with his lawyer the tax filings conferring our non-profit tax 
status. For about ten of these years I was vice-president, an 
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office initiated around 1995, so in those pre-Zoom days we 
talked frequently by telephone.

Mark’s most important contributions, perhaps, were those 
wonderfully organized Society events – fun, intellectually 
satisfying, and enabling social ties with those of overlapping 
interests. I owe Mark for many friends and happy dinners. 
Together Society members toured Arts and Crafts-related 
buildings such as the Chicago-area Glessner House, its Sec-
ond Presbyterian Church, and Ragdale in the Chicago sub-
urbs; visited exhibits at libraries such as the Rosenbach in 
Philadelphia, the Morgan in New York, and the Philadelphia 
Athenaeum, toured the Delaware and National Art galleries, 
visited private collections of Pre-Raphaelite specialists, and 
listened to lectures at Mark’s home-away-from-home at the 
Grolier Club. I remember with fondness a great tour-cum-
lunch at the National Art Gallery in Washington, D. C., as 

a large group ate companionably beneath the Gallery’s 
great marble dome. Most important, perhaps, were two 
celebratory events: a 1996 Grolier Club exhibition and 
symposium to mark the one hundredth anniversary of 
Morris’s death, and a massive 2008 several-day “Use-
ful and Beautiful: William Morris and the Arts and 
Crafts” conference at the Delaware Art Museum, each 
of which widened our membership and/or brought new 
visibility. Even under lockdown, this past year he has 
organized a virtual International Kelmscott Press Day 
to commemorate the 125th anniversary of the publica-
tion of the Kelmscott Chaucer. 

Mark’s most remarkable trait, however, is his helpful-
ness to all those of kindred interests, as he is ever-willing 
to provide the resources of his collections and intellect 
to his many friends. As curator of the Mark Samuels 
Lasner Collection, the largest Pre-Raphaelite library in 
North America, he provides a repository for the U. S. 
Morris Society Archives and welcomes a stream of visi-
tors to the collection from North America and abroad, 
as they pore over the rare manuscripts, artworks, and 
books he has gathered. Over the years he has contrib-
uted images of manuscripts to the William Morris Ar-
chive, and even purchased one of the latter “just for us”! 
He has often used his wide range of connections and 
experience to provide valuable advice on locating or 
publishing materials, and as an expert designer has pre-
pared several books for publication. I will never forget 
his kindness when I felt defeated after a university press 
retracted a previous contract for a scholarly edition of 
Morris’s works; Mark made suggestions for typeface 
and designed a sample page for the alternate version, 
and thus cheered with a way forward, I began anew. 
Together he and I edited for many years the William 
Morris Society U. S. Newsletter, now Useful and Beau-
tiful; I provided copy and he designed, added illustra-

tions, and made additions and corrections. He was up to every 
challenge—in one emergency we had to plan an issue at the 
last minute by international nighttime telephone call while I 
was teaching in France and he was attending a convention, 
Invariably when I finished my part of the U&B editing task 
at 5 a. m. CST, he was up at 6 a. m. EST to provide the next 
set of changes. Mark was never late, always resourceful, a true 
comrade—in fact, an embodiment of the authentic spirit of 
collaboration and fellowship germane to Morris and his many 
spiritual descendants.

I can’t imagine a more deserving recipient of the William 
Morris Society Lifetime Service Award. I want to thank 
Jane Carlin for organizing to make this honor possible, and 
Mark Samuels Lasner for giving this year’s award its special 
meaning.
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THE ROUTLEDGE COMPANION TO 
WILLIAM MORRIS  

FLORENCE S. BOOS, EDITOR 
New York & London: Routledge,  

2021, 534 pages, $286.

Reviewed by Jude V. Nixon,  
Salem State University

Comprehensive in breadth and range, The Routledge Com-
panion to William Morris, edited by Florence S. Boos, is not 
an encyclopedia. Rather, it is a compendium of commentary 
by [24] authors on various aspects of Morris’ polymathic 
life. Though it is called a “companion,” it’s not the sort of 
companion one takes along given its bulk, which is under-
standable considering Morris’s variegated corpus addressing 
social justice, avant-garde designs, socialist polemics, fanta-
sy narratives, travel writings, and utopian literature. . At 7 x 
1.5 x 9.75 inches, with 534 inclusive pages, the volume is not 
designed for portability; rather, it’s a companion that stays at 
home and is to be used as an invaluable resource. Yet, I braved 
this challenge and took the volume with me on my flight to 
Washington D.C. to attend the MLA conference: “that’s a 
big read,” the TSA officer checking me in quipped. I could 
not wait to enter this earthly par-
adise. Though it has a price tag 
of over $275, in the breadth and 
depth of knowledge it imparts, it 
might be viewed to be a bargain. 

Beginning with an introduc-
tion, the volume is divided into 
five parts with a total of 22 chap-
ters. The five chapters that com-
prise Part I cover Morris’s Life, 
Family, and Environs; Part II, 
which covers Art: Preservation, 
Interior Design, and Adaptation, 
has four chapters; Part III has six 
chapters on Literature: Poetry, 
Art, Translation, and Fantasy; 
Part IV, with five chapters, covers 
literature with its ties to social-
ism: Literature and Socialism; 
and Part V, on Books: Collecting 
and Design, occupies two chap-
ters. The volume’s contributors 
are notable scholars on Morris, 
the Victorians writ-large, histo-
ry and art history, and Victorian 
architecture and print culture. 
Morris instances the Derridean 

impurity of genre that defies firm categorization. His writings 
concern the environment, ecology, natural resources, utopia, 
the city and the country, and labor. How to delimit Morris’s 
disparate contributions to these artificial categories presents 
a unique challenge to any editor. Boos puts the daunting en-
terprise this way: “The vastness and multiplicity of Morris’s 
endeavors precludes any one writer from dealing adequately 
with all, or even many, of these initiatives, and thus suggests 
the value of a volume such as this Companion to draw together 
critical responses to Morris’s multi-faceted accomplishments” 
(3). The volume is accompanied by approximately 108 illus-
trations—figures, tables, and plates—many of them in color, 
testimony, clearly, to Routledge’s commitment to the quality 
and integrity of the volume given the expensive reproduction 
costs.

Let us delve into the specific contributions:

Building on Phyllis Rose’s Parallel Lives: Five Victorian Mar-
riages (1984) that examines among other nuptials the marriage 
between Thomas and Jane Welsh Carlyle, Trev Broughton, 
in “The Froude-Carlyle Embroilment: Married Life as a 
Literary Problem” (1995), addresses the Victorian Marriage 
Question, that is the angst that conjugality presents in the life 
of the literary persona. Broughton would follow up her study 
with Men of Letters, Writing Lives: Masculinity and Literary 

Auto/Biography in the Late Victori-
an Period (1999). 

Froude’s biography of Carlyle 
raised knotty questions about 
Jane’s role in Carlyle’s life and 
writings. It is in this context that 
Michael Robertson situates his 
chapter, “Morris Biographies.” It 
analyzes the numerous life-writ-
ings on Morris, beginning with 
his “official biographer” and per-
sonal friend, J. W. Mackail, who, 
says Robertson, was “well aware 
that Morris’s marriage to Jane 
Burden was, if not as explosively 
disastrous as that of the Carlyles, 
less than blissful” (28). Mack-
ail’s Freudian approach to Mor-
ris’s life, however, “tactfully” (29) 
avoided the marriage question, a 
reticence that underrepresented 
Morris’s female circle of Jane and 
their daughters, Jenny and May: 
“Mackail erased Morris’s’ domes-
tic life and the women and girls 
at its center” (29). Mackail was 
keenly aware of the Morrises’ 
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marital distress, but observed authorial distance—the more of 
me and less of him conundrum Carlyle and Forster often dis-
cussed in their biographies, whether of Irving or Dickens. Yet, 
as Robertson writes, Mackail “manages to combine awareness 
of Morris’s faults with a genuine appreciation of his achieve-
ments” (29). His biography, Robertson maintains, while per-
haps a classic, is no artifact of Victorian hagiography.

Two decades later, May Morris’s William Morris: Artist, 
Writer, Socialist (1936) “remedied the exclusion of Morris’s po-
litical writings” (30), preparing the way for J. Bruce Glasier’s 
William Morris and the Early Days of the Socialism Movement 
(1921) and R. Page Arnot’s William Morris: The Man and the 
Myth (1964). But it was E. P. Thompson’s impressive William 
Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary (1955) that would have “a 
major effect on Morris studies” (32), opening the biograph-
ical floodgate for future studies, such as Jack Lindsay’s Wil-
liam Morris: His Life and Work (1975), and, most importantly, 
Norman Kelvin’s four-volume Collected Letters (1980s), which 
“stands among the great scholarly editions of the late twen-
tieth century” (32). Kelvin’s work informed and/or inspired 
Jan Marsh’s exceptional Jane and May Morris (1986), an ac-
count of the women prominent in Morris’s life. By the 1990s, 
Robertson believes, “the time was ripe for a new biography,” 
Fiona MacCarthy’s incomparable William Morris: A Life for 
Our Times (1994). Reviewers hailed it as a “masterwork” and 
ranked it “among the great ‘definitive’ biographies of the late 
twentieth century . . . lengthy, scrupulously documented, and 
beautifully written,” and, because of her background, “ex-
tremely perceptive in its description and analysis of Morris’s 
design work” and “equally fine in its discussion of his prose 
and politics,” including her attention to Morris as a “revolu-
tionary socialist” (35). Robertson is effusive in his praise of 
MacCarthy’s attention to the “pastness of the past,” conclud-
ing that this work, almost three decades after it was written, 
remains “the fullest, most engaging, and most artful of all 
Morris biographies” (35). No full-length biography of Morris 
has followed. As such, the time is ripe, Robertson believes, 
for a new retelling of the life, which Robertson himself plans 
to undertake, hoping to stitch together some of the missing 
threads in Morris’s rich life and protean corpus, including, 
Robertson teases, Morris’s male homosocial community, the 
racialist tinge in his Nordic writings, and his passion for and 
commitment to architectural preservation.

“Business in the Creative Life of William Morris,” by 
Charles Harvey, John Press, and Mairi Maclean, examines 
the entrepreneurial Morris, a largely neglected aspect of Mor-
ris’s life, the authors allege, but “fundamental to the creative 
life” (40). They see Morris as “an innovative leader within the 
interrelated fields in which he operates,” including his “im-
mersion in the political, economic, social and cultural cur-
rents of Victorian Britain” (41). Using Morris biographies, the 

authors assay the Morris family business and the commercial 
successes and failures of Morris & Co., “The Firm,” with ties 
to and patronized by the wealthy. “Morris knew his markets,” 
they insist, “and he knew how to arrest the attention of those 
who could afford to purchase his goods” (46-47). Important 
by-products of Morris’s business savvy were the commercial 
rights to his original designs and the founding of his “second 
business” (51), the Kelmscott Press, considered “no ordinary 
commercial venture,” motivated, as it was, as much by the 
artistic than the financial (52). For Morris, it was “the most 
satisfying aspect of his whole career” because it depended not 
only on his “entrepreneurial flair” but equally on his “artistic 
expertise.” The decorative arts today would not enjoy the rep-
utation they have were it not for “the sagacity of Morris’s busi-
ness ideas and the aptness of his methods” (53), which he was 
able to square with his “revolutionary socialism” and quest 
for “social justice.” “Business,” they conclude, though not the 
Scrooge-informed mammon obsession, was “foundational to 
the creative life of William Morris” (54).

In her informative and extremely thoughtful chapter, 
“Morris, Gender, and the Woman Question,” Florence S. 
Boos sets the women in Morris’s life in the broader context 
of gender-related issues that address the Victorian Woman 
Question: marriage, divorce, sexuality, property, occupation, 
education, suffrage, and the right to vote. Boos is right that 
an “understanding of the possible influences on these repre-
sentations” is “central to a full interpretation” of Morris’s life 
and work, especially for a “proto-feminist” writer who aligned 
himself with the “tenets of nineteenth-century socialist fem-
inism.” Women to Morris, Boos reiterates, are not only “au-
tonomous sexual beings and political agents”; they were also 
endowed with “greater inventiveness, active force, and pro-
phetic wisdom” (58). Boos’s study begins with Morris’s moth-
er, Emma, who raised nine surviving children and whose 
strongly religious conviction influenced early and challenged 
later Morris’s religio- and socio-political views. His sisters, 
Emma and Henrietta, were early influences on his life, but 
less so the younger Isabella. All three siblings were devout, 
and all were committed to a variety of social causes. But it 
was Morris’s relationship with and marriage to Jane Burden 
that would have the most profound influence on his life and 
writings, beginning with his tolerance for her liberal sexuality 
(even infidelity) and amorous relationship with Dante Gabri-
el Rossetti (for whom she modeled) and later with William 
Scawen Blunt. Yet, Jane was committed to William, a loyalty 
that would extend to her devotion to the family and especially 
her attentiveness to their gifted turned special-needs daugh-
ter, Jenny. Jane was a woman of great energy, which included 
her many occupations and hobbies, personal literary develop-
ment, and broad political stance, which, following Morris’s 
death, led to her conversion to Fabianism (due to her friend-
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ship with George Bernard Shaw). The attention Jane gave to 
the superintendence of Kelmscott Manor and Morris’s literary 
output would remain the two most significant memorials to 
Morris’s life and reputation. Especially astute in Boos’s treat-
ment of Morris are the many ways in which she interweaves 
events in Morris’s life with accounts from his poetry and writ-
ings, whether News from Nowhere, the Defence of Guenevere, 
the Earthly Paradise, The Story of Sigurd the Vólsung, or The 
Water of the Wondrous Isles, the latter of which, coming late 
in Morris’s life and as a summation on his entire corpus, re-
mains “a truly egalitarian tale in representing a community’s 
shared achievement of cohesion and a sense of purpose, as the 
many individual stories which the characters have told to one 
another throughout are folded into a single narrative” (83). 
Boos reads seamlessly and refreshingly the life alongside the 
writings, viewing them intertextually, complementarily, and 
symbiotically.

 Home and hearth are crucial sites of Victorian ideals of 
domesticity. Informing the Victorians’ celebrity culture are 
famous homes such as Tennyson’s Farringford, Carlyle’s 
Cheyne Row, Darwin’s Down House, Dickens’s Doughty 
Street and Gad’s Hill Place, and Churchill’s Chartwell and 
Blenheim Palace. Morris’s Kelmscott Manor joins this icon-
ic register of celebrated homes. In “Kelmscott Manor. Mr. 
Morris’s Country Place (1871-1896),” Julia Griffin ob-
serves that, despite “scholarly interest in Kelmscott, there are 
no comprehensive analyses of Morris’s 25-year tenancy of the 
manor” (90), including knowledge of how the house served 
as an important site for Morris’s “professional activity” (112), 
and functioned as a “potent place of literary production” (116) 
instead of an abode merely for “relaxation” (112). To recog-
nize the value of Kelmscott Manor requires understanding 
“Morris’s definition of work” (112). Griffin surveys the vast 
body of scholarship on Kelmscott Manor, correcting, where 
necessary, misstatements and misunderstandings about Mor-
ris’s residence there and the different ways he had come to 
view the house both as residence and place to promote his 
scholarship and politics. Griffin’s study rewards readers with 
copious details on the Manor, its history, legacy, advocacy of 
communal living, and the controversy surrounding its shared 
tenancy with Rossetti. Equally helpful in Griffin’s informative 
study are the numerous illustrations that help visualize the 
domestic space, especially the celebrated Tapestry Room with 
its “defining features of Kelmscott in public consciousness” 
and Morris’s “favorite spot for observing the harvest” (119, 
122).

During the time of their joint ownership of Kelmscott, 
which ended when Rossetti left in 1874, she notes how the 
Manor held different feelings for Morris, taking on different 
moods and emotional states. It served as the fictional setting 
for News from Nowhere, which, Griffin is convinced, “could 

not have been created had Morris not taken out the lease of 
Kelmscott” (117). The Manor would embody Morris’s “ideal 
of the new social order” (87), function as “a literary house, an 
artist house and a Morris memorial” (88), and exert “an en-
during influence on the younger generation of Arts and Crafts 
Movement architects and designers” (92), including the ways 
the Manor encouraged “the creation of several wallpaper de-
signs” (114) as well as Morris’s “designs for carpets and tap-
estries” (116), the latter becoming “the defining features of 
Kelmscott in public consciousness” with their “signification as 
an emblem of the manor’s romance and history” (119). Perhaps 
most importantly in Morris’s life and occupation, the Manor 
served as a sanctuary, “a place of safe isolation, a hideaway 
which provided a pleasant alternative to a lunatic asylum” 
(135) for the epileptic Jenny. For May, however, Kelmscott 
Manor became the place to memorialize her father’s legacy.

If, as Julia Griffin observes, “Morris viewed Kelmscott as an 
inadequate alternative to Iceland” (129), then Iceland, Martin 
Stott would argue in his chapter, “‘What came we forth for 
to see that our hearts are so hot with desire’: Morris and 
Iceland,” would represent for Morris a safe space and tem-
porary respite away from Kelmscott Manor at the time when 
he needed clarity about and distance from the extramarital 
affair between Jane and Dante Gabriel Rossetti. He also felt 
that being away from the Manor would lead to “some kind 
of definitive conclusion” (145). Morris’s two visits to Iceland 
(1871 and 1873) generated his Icelandic Journals, informed 
his belief that Iceland represented the best form of democracy 
and model of heroic masculinity, and developed Morris’s at-
traction to Icelandic sagas, which would be the underpinning 
for his Norse stories and poems, Sigurd the Volsung, The Story 
of the Glittering Plain, The Roots of the Mountains, The Wood 
Beyond the World, The Well at the World’s End, The Water of 
the Wondrous Isles, and The Sundering Flood, which was left in-
complete. Stott cites Andrew Wawn’s The Vikings and the Vic-
torians (2000), but could have included Charlotte Oberg’s A 
Pagan Prophet: William Morris (1987) and Heather O’Dono-
ghue’s English Poetry and Old Norse Myth (2014), to show that 
Morris shared a Victorian obsession with Iceland, equal to 
its obsessions with Jerusalem and Timbuctoo, which animat-
ed the Victorian imagination. Stott acknowledges the influ-
ence of Morris’s Icelandic writing on the rise of Aryanism, 
but overlooks its impact on Carlyle’s racialist writings, as I 
have argued elsewhere. He comments on how the Yggdrasil in 
Icelandic mythology disclose a Victorian return to a medieval 
aesthetics promoted by Carlyle and Ruskin and adopted by 
Morris and the Pre-Raphaelites, along with its mythical ties 
to Teutonic medieval heroism and the ways Icelandic sagas 
address Victorian effete liberalism and maudlin sentimental-
ism. The Yggdrasil also excited endism predictions through 
the ideological ties between the Ragnarök and the Christian 
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Apocalypse. In authoring Valkyrie, Carlyle, Ruskin, and 
Morris were all deploying the Icelandic medieval heroic to 
re-imagine an indigenous nineteenth-century English impe-
rial epic.

Stott’s chapter should be contextualized with Paul Acker’s 
“A Very Animated Conversation on Icelandic Matters: The 
Saga Translations of William Morris and Eiríkr Magnús-
son,” which treats Morris’s collaboration with Magnússon 
in translating Icelandic literature, including his calligraphic 
manuscripts (housed at the Bodleian and the Pierpont Mor-
gan Libraries). Acker could have examined the ways Morris’s 
Icelandic translations proved useful to many Victorians, es-
pecially the ways they problematize the relationship between 
history and myth. Sigurd the Volsung would later be exploited 
by Theodore Watts-Dunton in “Brynhild on Sigurd’s Funer-
al Pyre” (1903). A literary critic for the Athenæum and Swin-
burne’s caretaker, Watts-Dutton experimented with the myth 
of the Ragnarök, replacing the world-tree Yggdrasil with the 
Branstock, “the Volsung Tree.” Carlyle would also espouse 
this apocalyptic myth. Morris kept close to him a copy of 
Carlyle’s Past and Present (listing Carlyle’s writings along with 
the Icelandic sagas as the works that influenced him most). 
Carlyle’s text inspired the creation of the Oxford and Cam-
bridge Magazine and would shape Morris’s theory of labor. 
Additionally, Thomas Cartwright’s Sigurd the Dragon-Slayer. 
A Twice-Told Tale (1907) is built on Morris’s work.

Several chapters in the volume examine architecture and 
material culture. Chris Miele’s “Morris and Architecture” 
shows the influence of Ruskin’s architectural writings in ani-
mating Morris’s architectural passion, including Morris’s cam-
paign for preservation (preferred to “restoration”) through the 
formation of the Society for the Protection of Ancient Build-
ings (SPAB) and political opposition to using Epping Forest, 
the ideal natural setting for News from Nowhere, as a housing 
estate. “The legacy of Morris’s engagement with buildings,” 
Miele believes, “is perhaps his most enduring gift, or at least 
perhaps the most tangible” (185). In “William Morris and 
Stained Glass,” Jim Cheshire investigates the collaboration 
producing stained glass, especially Morris’s partnership with 
Burne-Jones and their commissioned work on prominent Vic-
torian churches ideologically driven by Ruskin’s The Stones of 
Venice. “The development of the firm’s stained glass,” Cheshire 
concludes, remained “integral to Morris’s professional life”; it 
was “the product that launched the firm” (204). Margaretta 
S. Frederick’s “William Morris and Interior Designs,” in-
vestigating the company he formed, Morris, Marshall, Faulk-
ner, & Company, examines Morris’s collaborators, including 
wives and children (following the tradition established at Red 
House), “pledging to design craft, and market a selection of 
home furnishings for the creation of ‘useful and beautiful’ 
living environments attainable for all.” This includes furni-

ture, embroidery, and tapestry (207), “seamlessly merging” 
objects in a broad “cross-pollination between fine and decora-
tive arts and visual art, literature and poetry” (208). Though 
Morris would reject clerical robes, his initial commissions 
were “largely ecclesiastical” (214). His focus then shifted to 
residential dwellings and architectural designs that, in keep-
ing with the Pre-Raphaelite commitment to nature, extend-
ed “beyond the physical footprint to the landscape beyond” 
(217). The attention was also to designs for the interior that 
conveyed Morris’s socialist agenda and responded to Victo-
rian industrial repulsiveness. “Morris was at the forefront of 
the professionalism of interior design,” and would have fit in 
nicely, Frederick believes, with today’s DIY craze, even that 
espoused by Martha Stewart, including the way his designs 
relate to the twenty-first century’s focus on “the physical and 
emotional health of inhabitants, social justice, and the preser-
vation of natural resources” (221).

Enhanced by plates of stained glass, drawings, and paint-
ings of Kelmscott Manor, along with illustrations for liter-
ary works, David Mabb’s contribution in “William Morris 
and the Culture Industry: Appropriation, Art, Critique” 
explores the physical spaces that have emerged important to 
the William Morris Society, such as the family’s Red House 
(with its lavish gardens that inform his designs, especially his 
wallpaper and illuminated manuscripts), the Morris Gallery, 
Kelmscott House, Kelmscott Manor, Morris & Co.’s London 
headquarters, and the headquarters of SPAB. These buildings, 
inspired by Ruskin, were meant to counter the destruction 
through “restoration” of Medieval buildings. Mabb’s com-
pilation includes the Bauhaus (“building house”), the Ger-
many design school for Arts and Crafts bearing Morris’s sig-
nature—“William Morris influenced (the founder Walter) 
Gropius’s planning for the school” (240)—and the nuclear 
submarine H. M. S. Courageous with its upholstery ornament-
ed with Morris fabrics. “As a socialist and anti-imperialist, 
William Morris,” says Mabb, “could never have anticipated 
that his designs would become the symbol of English homeli-
ness in a nuclear submarine” (242).

“In England Morris is everywhere. Exhibitions are the least 
of it,” says Mabb (242). “Almost any fabric available to be 
printed on—from tea towels to bedding—has been Mor-
rised” (242). Wellington Boot designs or Nike shoes are “em-
bellished with a Morris pattern” (244). Morris ubiquitous 
designs are found on Gisele Amantea’s Jewel Point and on Da-
vid Mabb’s Big Red Propeller and his Announcer. Morris is ex-
humed in Stuart Sam Hughes’s We sit starving amidst our gold, 
part of a Jeremy Deller exhibition. This painting shows an 
infuriated Morris hurling into the Venetian Lagoon the mas-
sive yacht, Luna, owned by the Chelsea Football team boss, 
the Russian Roman Abramovich. Morris and Andy Warhol 
are brought together in Love is Enough, an Oxford exhibition 
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curated again by Deller. Morris and Warhol are Deller’s “two 
greatest artistic influences” who together “established print-
making businesses and distributed their work through new 
forms of mass production” (251). Mabb contends that Deller 
clearly distorted both men, ideologically dissimilar, in order 
to accommodate them to his projects. Finally, the artist Ke-
hinde Wiley uses Morris’s wallpaper as the background to his 
Jamaican informed art, including World Stage and Portrait of 
James Hamilton, Earl of Arran. Wiley would also use Morris’s 
wallpaper for the background in Barack Obama.

Six chapters in the volume explore Morris’s literature broad-
ly, beginning with Elizabeth Helsinger’s “A Question of 
Ornament: Poetry and the (Lesser) Arts.” It argues that 
ornament, “central to Morris’s work” (261), and “a prominent 
topic of conversation in the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury” (266), is an essential part of the poet’s craft. Morris, 
Helsinger insists, can be seen “meticulously panning the look 
of page and book—its graphic or typographic design, letter-
ing and margins, textual ornaments, illustrations and borders, 
paper and ink” (261). Treating this idea of ornament, an im-
portant if opaque visual aspect of Morris’s poetry, Helsinger 
employs a rich body of critical scholarship, including her own 
Poetry and the Pre-Raphaelite Arts and trenchant analyses of 
the physicality of Morris’s poetry, its materiality, the poem as 
a visual, physical thing as much as an imaginative creation. 
But this presents some risk, Helsinger warns, about what 
she and other critics see (in Morris as well as in Ruskin) as a 
“mismatch . . . between visually, verbally, and psychologically 
troubled surface” and “transcendent” meaning (264-65). Still, 
for Morris, good ornament, useful and beautiful, remains 
important to the every-day domestic life of churches, public 
buildings, homes, accessories, clothing, utensils, and books. 
Even the “verbal ornament” of Morris’s poetry (enjambment, 
anaphoric repetitions, stichomythia, and other literary devic-
es) can solicit public participation in his revolutionary cause, 
“rhythmic propulsions” she calls it, “that help move readers 
and listeners through many hundreds of lines” (269). “Good 
ornament,” Helsinger concludes, is “transitive.” However, 
“verbal ornament” leaves its “effects on readers” (271).

“Making Pictures: Morris’s Pre-Raphaelite Poetics 
and Its Reception,” by David Latham, surveys late nine-
teenth-century responses to the Pre-Raphaelites in reviews by 
Walter Pater, W. B. Yeats, H. F. Chorley, Richard Garnett, 
one anonymous reviewer, and yet another using the pen name 
“Shirley.” Most of these early reviews, Latham discerns, dis-
close a “condemnation of the Pre-Raphaelite movement . . . 
without close attention to Morris’s poetry,” where “miscon-
ceptions become critical commonplace” and “scholars more 
than a century later repeating the same negative phrases with-
out consulting the actual reviews” (283). Morris’s sense of his 
own poetry, however, is one defined by “trellised imagery of 

the opposing forces of repression and self-expression.” It is 
concerned meaningfully “not with the process of growth but 
with the consequences of its aftermath” (284). The recom-
mended approach is to envision Morris as “writer and designer 
whose furniture does not draw on the narrative conventions 
of literature,” often abandoning lyric, as Herbert Tucker and 
others have postulated, and in this volume Helsinger, insist-
ing that the story, the tale (288), is much more important to 
Morris. Whether in poetry, prose romances, political lectures, 
medieval morality plays, epics, utopian fiction, Icelandic sa-
gas, or genre-mixing works, Morris, time and again, can be 
seen addressing the fragmentation of his age, originating a 
new heroism, and crafting a hopeful yet reflective space for 
art. All of Morris’s poetry, Latham concludes, expresses “his 
hopes and fears for redirecting the decadent culture of his 
age” (294).

William Whitla pursues “William Morris’s and the 
Classical Tradition,” beginning with Morris’s early gram-
mar school education at Marlborough College and then ma-
triculation to Exeter. Whitla identifies on the one hand Mor-
ris’s dismissive stance on the classics, but on the other hand 
an unambiguous influence he, like most Victorians, could 
not avoid. One is reminded of Hopkins’s dissing of the Greek 
gods as unworkable material, yet invariably in his writings is 
this anxiety of influence. Studies such as Richard Jenkyns’s 
The Victorians and Ancient Greece (1980), Norman Vance’s The 
Victorians and Ancient Rome (1997), Alison Milbank’s Dante 
and the Victorians (1998), and, more recently, Laura Eastlake’s 
Masculinity and Ancient Rome in the Victorian Cultural Imag-
ination (2019), to say nothing of the Sapphic influence on the 
Victorians (as in Yopie Prin’s Victorian Sappho [1999]), argue 
persuasively for the influence of the classics on the Victorian 
imagination, given England’s own Greco-Roman history, my-
thology, and educational curriculum. Despite Morris’s ambiv-
alence about the classics, he can be seen working closely with 
the classics in his translations, and also with the use of the 
“classical quantitative hexameters” (310) in Sigurd the Volsung, 
and the ways “Myths of origins” with their ties to “imperialis-
tic rivalries” (313), among them Hesiod, inform The Life and 
Death of Jason. Morris draws deeply from Greek and Roman 
mythology, including Ovid, in The Earthly Paradise and in his 
retelling of the plunder of Troy in his poem, “Scenes from the 
Fall of Troy.” Morris, Whitla concludes, “remade the classics 
for his own age, dressing them often in the images and lan-
guage of the northern mythology that he loved” and using all 
of this to reveal “the crafts of the people, and a social order 
that gives them responsibility for the social good” (324).

Phillippa Bennett’s “Rewilding Morris: Wilderness and 
the Wild in the Last Romances” should be grouped with 
Tony Pinkney’s “News from Nowhere in the Museum of 
Literary Interpretations” and Patrick O’Sullivan’s “De-
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sire and Necessity: William Morris and Nature.” Bennett 
reads News and Morris’s prose romances (by their very nature 
“a wild mode which refuses to be reined in” [346]) through 
the term “rewilding,” which, lifted out of landscape studies, 
has come to mean “how we might re-energize our own overly 
regimented and largely urbanized lives,” including, and es-
pecially, the “desire to transform our relationship as human 
beings with the natural world (344). Morris’s involvement 
with the Commons Preservation Society and the Kyrle Soci-
ety, both advocating for open spaces, shows his commitment 
to the ideals of wilding which asserts that our response to 
wild nature “demands that we renew our relationship with 
our own bodies” (355), for “wildness and civilization might be 
brought into a harmonious and complementary relationship,” 
the “ultimate challenge for proponents of rewilding” (357). 
Pinkney’s chapter focuses on a poetics of reading, theorizing 
that News from Nowhere outlines an “approach to literature,” 
and that it provides us “some material for reflection on the na-
ture of the literary,” what Pinkney describes as a “Museum of 
Literary Interpretations” (404-5). News, then, can be explored 
through the conventions of prose romance and the gothic (the 
spectral aspect of the narrator William Guest and the influ-
ence of Ruskin’s medieval Gothic), and through the role of 
Guest and the multiplicity of characters to create a “fictional 
universe” (412).

Relying on Edward Thompson’s William Morris: Romantic 
to Revolutionary (1976), O’Sullivan analyzes aspects of Mor-
ris’s ecocriticism, his green-red politics, especially in News, 
where it is “most fully realized” (444). Citing extensively from 
Morris’s writings, O’Sullivan looks at Morris’s lectures before 
1883, where he not only “identified several key green ideas 
and concepts” but remained “uncertain as to the solutions to 
the problems he described” (445). From 1883 onwards, Mor-
ris can be seen moving systematically to the merging of art 
with his developing socialist ideas and rejection of capitalism. 
News, informed by Morris’s lecture “The Society of the Fu-
ture” (1887), where “the profit motive has been abolished” 
(456), marks this evolution in Morris, who in it “returns to 
a more ecological perspective” informed now by his socialist 
stance, including his larger view on the “full economic, po-
litical, social and sexual emancipation of women (454). John 
Plotz’s “Windy, Tangible, Resonant Worlds: The Nonhu-
man Fantasy of William Morris” provides an appropriate 
closure to the focus of Morris’s otherworld. Plotz looks at Mor-
ris’s fascination with science fiction and contribution to fanta-
sy literature, Morris’s “nonhuman world,” which provides an 
“infinitude of hope” in a world open to multiple conceptions 
of reality (369) and to the role “played by a simple nonhuman 
haecceity in that universe.” Morris’s pioneering work on the 
fantastic is based not on Greek, Roman, or Christian myth, 
but on Norse sagas and Germanic and Icelandic stories. His 

work, Plotz concludes, is not simply “wish-fulfillment” but 
derives from characters “accepting the world as is, rather than 
as desired” (376).

Morris’s socialist stance is taken up by Elizabeth Caro-
lyn Miller and Owen Holland. In “William Morris and 
the Literature and Socialism of the Commonweal,” Mill-
er looks at Morris’s serializations in the Socialist League’s 
journal with its belief that the natural world is inextricably 
linked with human social change. The Commonweal would 
publish installments of Morris’s The Pilgrims of Hope, a tale 
of a love triangle “among three British socialists who travel to 
Paris to help defend the Paris Commune” (425), A Dream of 
John Ball with its “political intrigue” of “unjust persecution” 
(429), attention to “common land and common space” (430), 
and commitment to the architectural vision of the SPAB with 
its socialist ties, and News From Nowhere, Morris’s “socialist 
utopian fiction” (432) with its “ardent emphasis on ecological 
assemblage” (434). The Commonweal became an important 
vehicle for Morris’s socialist views and to prime its readers’ 
“affective sensibilities to situate nineteenth-century politics 
and society in the widest possible frames historically, inter-
nationally, and ecologically” (435). In “Morris and Marxist 
Theory,” Holland surveys the critical scholarship on Morris 
and Marx, including their Romantic inheritance, their writ-
ings on factories, Morris’s formation of the SPAB (employing 
Carlyle’s language to describe its rationale), and the influence 
of Carlyle’s cash-nexus, dignity of manual labor, useful labor, 
and leisure (rest). Morris’s departure from his main precur-
sors Carlyle and Ruskin is evident in his “critique of capitalist 
inequality to the practical and organised expression of class 
struggle through the institutions of the labour movement” 
(479). Morris, unlike they, became convinced that “collective 
and democratic control over the means of production would 
improve the lot of the majority.” For both Morris and Marx, 
Holland concludes, “the decisive horizon of their various po-
litical and theoretical interventions concerned not only the 
overthrow of the existing bourgeoise state, but also the full 
withering of the state as an instrument of class domination” 
(480-81).

The last two chapters of the volume take up book making 
and design. Yuri Cowan’s “William Morris’s Book Collect-
ing” appraises Morris’s “practice in assembling his library,” 
an important resource for “future approaches to the study of 
his art and literature” (489). The “dispersal of Morris’s library 
deserves to be known by all Morris scholars” (491), includ-
ing the 100 outstanding books that, Morris told W. T. Stead, 
editor of the Pall Mall Gazette, had profoundly influenced 
him. No mere collection of books, Morris’s library was for 
him the creation of “a social environment where he would 
discuss the books with friends and artistic collaborators and 
even visiting journalists” (490). Cowan follows studies treat-
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ing the books in Morris’s library, their dispersal over the years, 
and current repositories, such as the invaluable collection in 
the Morgan Library, the Huntington Library (especially its 
Berger collection), and the Society of Antiquaries of London. 
Morris’s library holds important “bibliographical interest” in 
“the complicated relationship between the books he knew and 
the books he made,” and bears “a richly documented account 
of a collector’s taste and practices” (498). 

Finally, in “William Morris and the Kelmscott Press: To-
wards an Aesthetics of Environment,” Nicholas Frankel 
explores the publishing history of the Kelmscott Press and its 
response to the Victorian demand for wood-engravings, illus-
trations, and typeface designs with its mixture of the “dialect 
of language and vegetal ornament.” In Morris’s “environmen-
tal aestheticism,” a printed book is analogous to a green field, 
a garden, a riverbank, a chair, a rug, or a wall furnishing, 
erasing “the imagined borders of text and self” (518). Publish-
ing, for Morris, was a way to advance printing and literature 
and to convey his political views. He disdained the Victorian 
demand for books where “illustrations and page-ornaments 
were thrown down randomly with reckless disregard for their 
relation to type or the harmony of the page” (502), neglect-
ing, in so doing, the vital reciprocity between the self, art, 
and labor. Morris witnessed “reproductive engravers” working 
in “near industrial conditions, alienated from their labor and 
from one another” (502). The Kelmscott Press publishing was 
an attempt to address this aporia, “to change the course of his-
tory” (504). Considered a “revolutionary moment of cultural 
rupture” (510), the Kelmscott Press sought to resist “the he-
gemony of capitalist publishing and the world of mass print” 
(518).

Florence S. Boos’s efforts in editing The Routledge Compan-
ion to William Morris is a monumental undertaking, yielding 
a magisterial work of scholarship, making the book an im-
portant text for both the curious or enthusiastic Morris read-
er and the serious scholar. Containing detailed endnotes and 
expansive bibliographies of seminal scholarship on Morris, 
the volume engages the variegated Morris with his expansive 
range of scholarly, artistic, material, and political endeavors. 
This volume will be plundered for its valuable insights into the 
best Morris scholarship along with the range of questions and 
issues it raises for future critical studies on this consequential 
Victorian. Though it shares the character of an encyclopedia, 
the Companion is surely not that, given the depth of scholarly 
engagement and the exhaustive treatment and new approaches 
to topics on the useful and beautiful. The work will stand like 
the Volsung tree in The Story of Sigurd the Volsung, with roots 
winding toward a clear lake and branches spreading over the 
whole world and reaching up over the heavens: “For amidst of 
its midmost hall-floor sprang up a mighty tree, / That reared 
its blessings roofward, and wreathed the roof-tree dear / With 
the glory of the summer and the garland of the year.”

“X-ZOOMING LIZZIE”

By Margaret D. Stetz

You lie in pieces now
but still can’t rest.
We will not leave those blessed bones
alone.
We’ve caught you in our Web,
we have you in our sites.
Miss Lizzie
we know we make you dizzy
and we never stop,
just keep you turning in your grave
as we go spinning
tales
about your hair that launched a thousand snips—
the manes, the styles, the dye-jobs
you’ve inspired
(sometimes real die-jobs, too).
We lie in bathtubs hoping to… Oh,
feel ya,
then rush to fill up pages
with our chatter
as we twitter,
deciding how to tear your name apart.
So what about that final “l?” we ask — 
to double it
or just take one away…?
Miss Lizzie
we’re all dizzy,
because we dig you
up and up, again, again.
Alexa’s afterlife is tame
(no Wilding there)
and Effie slumbers
in the mists of Gray.
Not even Janey
has to bear this Burden.
It’s you,
Miss Lizzie,
that we rock, we roll
out of the box of time,
so Pinterested are we
in your story and your end.
Beata-fired, glowing,
onscreen Pre-Raph alight.
You tried to die but couldn’t.
Forever doomed
to be exhumed — 
yes, even here,
for yet another poem.
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Grace Weigel Hurd

I am not sure in what context Morris uttered these words, 
but I think of attention, memory and historic preservation. 
When we give the past our attention, as evidenced by histor-
ic buildings, books, a musical instrument, a piece of music, 
for instance, when we recall it to memory, see it, honor it as 
something valuable, read it, play it and bring it to life, the past 
is not dead. It is alive before us in that moment and we are 
helping to bring it forward by our attention and our action to 
restore, replicate, preserve or memorialize it for use and enjoy-
ment in the present and for the future. 

Rebekah Greene

I
Time is hard to define. As I type these words, I may think 

that I am writing in the present moment and yet as the words 
flow from my brain to my fingers and from there on to the 
screen my thoughts are already set firmly in the past. The past 
is continually living inside us, as Morris notes, but it is also 
living all around us, influencing every single choice (ethical or 
otherwise) that we make as individuals, especially in our in-
teractions with others. This quote by Morris reminds me that 
my desire to create a better future is very much influenced 
by the past–I want others who come after me to experience a 
better present than the past that I (and my ancestors) have ex-
perienced. And yet, the future is something that is just slightly 
out of the corner of my eye, something that I too can share 
and experience, something that may be better than the past or 
the past-present that occurred while I wrote these words and 
experienced these thoughts. 

II

This quote resonates with me in this particular moment as 
I return to travel for the first time since the global pandemic 
of 2020, enjoying museums and galleries with renewed en-
thusiasm. When I view an exhibition, I am reminded that we 
can never truly know the past that the objects in the exhibi-
tion represent. As viewers, we (sometimes) see these objects as 
exemplars of beauty or usefulness, or as important artifacts 
linking us to a more distant historical past. Sometimes, we 

Words With William 

“The past is not dead, it is living in us,  
and will be alive in the future which we  
are now helping to make.” 

– William Morris

even see these objects as bits of ancient clutter. In letting our 
minds roam to reconstruct the past while we consider these 
objects, how they were created, how they were used, or why 
they survived, we are able to consider our own values, tastes, 
desires, and feelings and to experience moments of joy, bore-
dom, sadness, and curiosity. In short, the act of consideration 
(or reflection) allows us to pause, be present, and be alive in 
a moment that compresses past/present/future time into one 
pure “moment of being” (to borrow Virginia Woolf ’s term). 

However, these moments are fleeting. All too frequently, I 
catch myself staring, distracted from the beautiful, avoiding 
thinking too much about the brutal ugliness of a past that 
has preserved so many of these items (the cracked shield, the 
broken spear, the elaborately decorated plumed helmet with a 
bullet hole, the sarcophagus that once held an infant, lost and 
now lost again, the poorly taxidermied passenger pigeon) for 
my present. I pause because the past, exposed in these objects, 
in these moments, is too much. Just as my mind cannot fully 
grapple with the idea of a future, so too it tries to protect my 
present self from dealing with the past. My imagination and 
my willingness to engage hampers my understanding of the 
past, which ends in never being as complete or as accurate 
or as ordered as I might wish it. In looking at any one of 
these items, the past reveals itself (or humankind) as cruel, 
inhuman, unusual and so I try to turn away from dwelling 
upon it too extensively, all too fully aware that humankind 
cannot help but continue to carry the many burdens of the 
past along on our present journey. So many problems that we 
face (racial injustice, poverty, environmental crises, and more) 
keep following the human race across the trajectory of history. 
Trauma begets trauma begets more trauma. The burden of the 
past cripples the present, just as it impedes the prospect of a 
more hopeful future. 

III

And yet, as I continue to reflect on the objects before me in 
the museum, turning this way and that to appreciate a new-
to-me exhibit, I can also recognize that there is a radiant joy 
and hope in Morris’s desire for the past to linger with us as we 
prepare for building the future. He sees the past as useful and 
beautiful, something that we can learn valuable lessons from 
as we make the world better for those who come after us. I also 
read him as trusting; believing that we are better than we tru-
ly are, he envisions us crafting a more peaceful and equitable 
future. He wants us to avoid turning away from the problems 
of the past, to instead confront them–and ourselves–head on. 
Ultimately, Morris sets us a challenge: we must strive to both 
be better than those who came before us and simultaneously 
be better than who we are in this present moment. Reflecting 
on the past–both the good and the bad–helps us continuously 
improve and will, in time, make us both better architects of a 
future world and better citizens of our present one.
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Monica Bowen

This quote is special to me as of late, since I recently used 
this quote as part of my concluding remarks in an essay: “Bit-
tersweet Sensations of William Morris and Kehinde Wiley” 
(Spring 2022 edition of “Useful and Beautiful”). In my con-
clusion, I mentioned that William Morris looked to history 
to bring about positive change for the future. As a historian, 
I feel like people today - for better or for worse - are the prod-
ucts of the ideologies and events that took place in the past. 
I hope that we can keep a memory of the negative aspects of 
world history alive, but only so that we can create positive 
change for the future by avoiding those mistakes. Likewise, 
we can keep the positive lessons of history “living in us” so 
that we can replicate those ideologies and events in the future. 

I think that this practice of remembering positive and nega-
tive aspects of the past is found in William Morris’s News from 
Nowhere. Although Morris keeps a clear focus on the good 
aspects of his futuristic utopian society, some of the utopi-
an-society characters recall hearing about the negative things 
which existed in the capitalist and industrialist society of the 
nineteenth century. These characters were glad that such prac-
tices were not in place anymore! If knowledge of the past can 
provide a foundation or point of contrast for us, then the fu-
ture can have a clear sense of direction. I hope we will waste 
no time to create a future which is better for the world, since 
it is a future “which we are now helping to make.”

Quotation for next issue,  
suggested by Grace Weigel Hurd:

“How can you care about the image of a landscape, 
when you show by your deeds that you don’t care for the 
landscape itself?”

― William Morris, The Beauty of Life:  
William Morris the Art of Design

If you’d like join the conversation, please submit your re-
sponses to this quote to williammorrissocietyus@gmail.com 
by October 1.


