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Ideasandlnsights 
Hail a Victorian who had designs 
on looking back for the future 

You talkin' to me? Buzz Lightyear and 
Woody in 'Toy Story' (1995) 

townies come to the castle for sleepovers. 
By March, Sofia the First had become the 
number-one cable television show for that 
age group. 

Social networking means we are drowning 
in other people's stories. That's why we need 
to finesse our storytelling skills to cut 
through the noise and deliver something of 
lasting value. In the end, all we have is our 
story. We must learn to tell it well. 

Babette Buster speaks at 7pm today at the 
Digital Stage [Event 118}. 'Do Story' is 
published by the Do Book Co. 

Former president of the 
William Morris Society 

William Morris's first foray into textile design 
was when decorating his flat in London as 
a young man. After his marriage to Jane 
Burden in 1859, he had a house built and, 
wanting to decorate it with medieval-looking 
wall hangings, he took up embroidery. It was 
a pretty extraordinary thing for a 25-year-old 
Victorian man to do. 

The decoration of the house proved a 
turning point and led to the foundati,on of 
Morris & Co, the decorative arts firm that 
was to change the face of 19th-century 
textile manufacture and achieve fame 

Vl across the world. 
~ Besides furniture, stained glass and 
!;;; wallpaper, Morris produced woven and 
~ printed textiles, beautiful handknotted 
tl! carpets and handwoven tapestries for the 
~ newly emerging middle classes. His shop in 
§ Oxford Street, London, was an instant 
j success and not just with the nouveaux 
8 riches: he was also commissioned to 
~ redecorate the armoury and tapestry rooms 
t;:; at StJames's Palace. 
!;;! At the centre of Morris's designs was a 
~ simple idea: quality. The standard of his 

workmanship and materials was paramount. 
He revived techniques, dyes arid fabrics that 
had been popular 100 years earlier. Though 
operating from a small workshop, soon 
Morris was producing a wider range of textiles 
than any other manufacturer in Britain. 
· And the customers didn't stop coming: 

if you couldn't afford to have your whole 
interior designed by Morris & Co, you could 
purchase a cushion cover for the equivalent 
of around £30 in today's money. 

As a result, Morris made shopping an 
exciting experience and garnered proper 
recognition for decorative designers, who'd 
been chiefly ignored as artists until then. 

A sense of stewardship was key to Morris's 
vision. There was a paternalism running 
through his business ethic: his Merton Abbey 
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workshop, on the River Wandle in what was 
then Surrey, was no Victorian sweatshop. His 
workers were paid well and respected. Each 
was given his own patch of garden. 

Morris was also co-founder of the Society 
for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, an 
organisation created to ensure that Victorian 
society treated "our ancient buildings as 
monuments of a bygone art, created by 
bygone manners, that modern art cannot 
meddle with without destroying". 

He was a steward of the countryside, too. 
Perhaps his final foray into public life came a 
year before his death, in a letter to the Daily 
Chronicle in 1895. A missive about design or 
socialism (his other great passion), perhaps? 
No: it was a plea that Epping Forest, where 
Morris had spent his childhood, be protected 
from so-called experts who were-ripping out 
native horn beams and replacing them with 
"outlandish conifers". 

He wrote: "Sir, I decline to be gagged by 
the word 'expert' and I call on the public 
generally to take the same position." 

It was this basic belief in visual and social 
harmony that so inspired the Victorians and 
has ensured that so many of Morris's designs, 
from an impressive archive, are still beloved 
the world over. 

Linda Parry delivers the V&A Lecture on 
William Morris textiles on May 26 at 7pm 
on the Llwyfan Cymru -Wales Stage 
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BAR ClAYS 

Brain Games 

Test your wit and 
ingenuity every 
Saturday with our 
Games pages in 
Weekend, including 
the General 
Knowledge Prize 
Crossword, Bridge 
and Scrabble 


