Living with Beauty

WILLIAM MORRIS AND DESIGN
by Gail Leggio

In 1854 the twenty-year-old William Morris (1834-96), touring the Continent,
fell under the spell of the great cathedrals at Rouen, Chartres, Amiens and
Beauvais. He also took as his own the motto of the Flemish painter Van Eyck:
“Als ich Kann” (If I Can). The modesty and pragmatism of that phrase is the
bedrock of Morris’s phenomenal creativity. He wrote some of the finest poetry
of the nineteenth century, revived the arts of stained glass and tapestry-
weaving, revolutionized domestic design and worked tirelessly to heal the rifts
in contemporary society, not only between the classes but also between art and
commerce. Morris and Company, the association of “fine art workmen” which
he personally ran for over thirty years, was rooted in medieval ideals of crafts-
manship and handiwork, but the Firm’s philosophical and practical influence
would extend into the twentieth century, serving as a model for the American
Arts and Crafts movement and the modernist Bauhaus in Germany.

That achievement was vividly chronicled in ““The Beauty of Life’: William
Morris and the Art of Design,” at the Yale Center for British Art this fall.
Organized by the Huntington Library, Art Collections and Botanical Gardens
in San Marino, California, the exhibition benefited in New Haven from impor-
tant additions of books and manuscripts from Yale collections. The 250 works
on display offered fascinating glimpses into how Morris mastered the skills
that brought his vision to life. The exhibition took its title from his 1880 lecture
articulating a core belief:

Beauty, which is what is meant by art, using the word in its widest sense,
15, I contend, no mere accident to human life, which people may take or
leave as they choose, but a positive necessity of life, if we are to live as
nature meant us to...."'

Morris’s tonic mix of idealism and practicality provided a matrix for imagina-
tve enterprise. Inspired by the medieval windows he had seen on tour, Morris
made stained glass an early priority at the Firm, which made its official debut
in the Medieval Court of the South Kensington International Exhibition in
1862. Contemporary trends—the ritual revival associated with the High
Church theology of the Oxford Movement, heightened public awareness of
Britain’s medieval buildings fostered by the nascent preservationist move-
ment—made ecclesiastical furnishings a good business proposition. And, of
course, Morris had absorbed a passion for medieval art from two mentors, John
Ruskin and Dante Gabriel Rossetti.
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