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The Creation of the Kelmscott Chaucer
Richard Titlebaii

TRANGE BEDFELLOWS appeared together in Furopean Roman-

ticism, The wit of Byron shared a spirit that animated the spleen

of Baudelaire. Delacroix and Turner are both considered

romantics, though one painted huge somber historical canvases
and the other landscapes iridescent with light. But however dead an
issue the quarrels over the definitions of Romanticism may be, one com-
mon attitude identifics as spiritual brethren figures as dissimilar as
Wagner and Rossetti, Wackenroder and Schlegel, Carlyle and Ruskin:
an infatuation with the Middle Ages, often accompanied by the con-
viction that many of the ills of modesrn times arc an inberitance fram
the Renaissance. [t is because Willlam Morris was not just a printer
but the most versatile artist of his time, whose myriad-minded ac-
complishments owed their inspiration above all to the Middle Ages,
that the Kelmscott Chanecer may be viewed as the culmination of one
whole aspect of the English Gothic Revival, Painter, poct, designer of
wallpaper, inventor of the Morris chair, printer, novelist, publicist,
translator, socialist — all of these occupations diverted the life of one
man and arose from one consistent point of view. I'rom his carliest days
Morris breathed in deeply the spiric of the Middle Ages. “I remember,”
he comments, “as a boy going into Canterbury Cathedral and thinking
that the gates of heaven had been opened to me, also when T first saw
an iluminated manuscript. These first pleasurcs which I discovered
for myself were stronger than anything clse I have had in life!” * The
Kelmscott Chaucer, described by Burne-Jones as a “pocket cathedral,”
is the artistic crown of a carcer whosc initial vision of the Middlc Ages
took place, ironically enough, in the same Canterbury Cathedral
celebrated five centuries carlicr by Chaucer,

Like John Baskerville, William Morris turned to printing in his
fifties. But behind the creation of the Kelmscott Press a whole life
had been dedicated to resurrccting the medieval ideal of craft. Morris
had spent his hours at dyc-vats, drawing boards, looms, glass factories,

1'Wilfred Scawen Blunt, My Diaries (New York: Knopf, 1921), 1, 220.
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and cabinet makers’ workshops. He had soiled his hands at the work-
bench as a calligrapher, designer, illqnﬁnator, draughtsman, and wood
engraver. He had mastered the arts of stained glass and fresco. He had
manufactured wallpaper, figured silks, printed cotton, carpets, em-
broideries, tapestries, and furniture. No man practiced more faith-
fully and diligently Carlyle’s Gospel of Work, Indced, no man in his
day was more qualified to revive the moribund art of book manufactur-
ing.

To describe the art as moribund is in no way an undcrstatcment.
Very often while reading old copies of Dickens or Swift one grows
appalled by the poor quality of print— and appalled even more by
the danger of entering into an advanced statc of myopia. The best old
edition of Dryden, for cxample, the cighteen-valume set edited by Sir
Walter Scott in 1808, is a monument to scholarship, but 1t lacks even
the rudiments of superior craftsmanship. Becfore Morris set up the
Kelmscott Press, England’s accomplishments in che art of making fine
books were meager — excluding, of coursc, Baskerville’s epoch-makmg
Virgril published in 1757. The best editions of Caxton are embarrassmg
when placed next to those published by Aldus Manutius. With the
exception of a few isolated editions produced by private presses, such as
Longman’s The Diary of Lady Willoughby, which followed on the
heels of Whittingham's revival in 1844 of Caslon’s font, or Dr. C. H.
O. Daniel’s books made in Worcester College at Oxford, Scott’s
Dryden — elegant, legible, gratifying to the eye, to be sure — repre-
sents perhaps the highest point of artistry to which the commercial
publisher was willing to rise. Before the establishment of the Kelmscott
Press, men like Joseph Masters, an Anglo-Catholic publisher of religious
books, had attempted to revive the decadent art, Basle roman, a type
based on the early sixteenth-century type of Johann Froben, was cur
in 1854 for the Chiswick Press where Morris published T'he House of
the Wolfings. It is a pre-Garamond roman, a Venetian rather than an
old face, such as was in usc in Basle and l.yons down to about 1550.
Before the fonnding of the Kelmscott Press it is 2 unigne attempt to
copy an carly type.

What sparked the Kelmscott Press was a lecture in 1888 on printing
given by Emery Walker at the first Arts and Crafts Exhibition at the
New Gallery on Regent Strect in London. Before that date Morris,
despite his cndcavor to revive the handicrafts, had shown only a slight
interest in book publishing. To be sure between 1870 and 1875 he had
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The Creatf@u of the Kelmscort Chaucer 473

designed a scrics of illuminated manuscripts; and he himsclf possessed a
library of incunabula which included choice items such as Vincentius
Rellovacensis’ Speculion Naturale (Strasshurg, ca. 1481) and Isidorus
Hispalensis’ Etymiologise (Strassburg, Jobhann Mentelin, 1473). But
the slides accompanying Walker’s lecture must have persuaded him
that he could remedy the deplorable state of book publishing. Discus-
sing the need for fine printing with I'mery Walker, Morris in no way
envisioned the grandiose cnterprise which was to become the Kelmscott
Press. As was typical of him, what started as an experiment, “as a little
typographical adventure,” culminated in that magnum opus of Inglish
books, the Kelimscott Chareeer. The speed with which Morris worked
is remarkable. Walker’s lecture occurred in November. By December
of the following year Morris was alrcady designing type, as well as
supervising at the Chiswick Press the printing of The Howse of the
Wolfings, The Roots of the Momntain, and The Gumnlang Saga, In
December of 1890 the last punches of the “(zolden” type were cut, and
in January of 1891 the trial pages of Morris’ romance, Glittering
Plain, the first Kelmscott book, were finished. During its seven years
of existence the press published about eight books a year. The varicty
is truly impressive, ranging from Tennyson’s Aand, an octavo bound
in limp vellum, to a quarto edition of Swinburne’s Aealanta in Calydon,
from a threc-volume edition of Caxton’s trapslation of Jacobus de
Voragine’s Golden Legend, bound in half holland, to Sir Thomas
Moare’s Utopia, a stunning cctavo in limp vellum. And in each instance
Morris’ hope was to produce not just & book but a harmonions and
beautiful object,

Morris’ writings on typography, many of which were originally
given as lectures before the Bibliographical Society and the Society of
Art, reveal a profound knowledge of the history of printing. “One
after another,” recalls his daughter May,

the old printers passed before us, one after another their splendid pages shone
out in the dark room —such things as Boccaccio’s De Claris Mulieribus by
Jobn Zainer of Ulm, with its woodcuts which my father thought could not be
excelled for romantic and dramatic force, Schoeffer’s Psalter of 1457, 2 Jenson
of 1470, a Sweynheim and Pannartz Livy (Rome 1469) — books which moved
him to repeat more than once that “the first printed hooks were the best ever
done — the first and the last of fine printing.” #

? May Morris, “Introduction” to “Note by William Morris on his Aims in

Founding the Kelmscott Press,” in William Morris, Cellected Weorks (London and
New York: Longmans, Green, 1g9to-15), XV, xv.
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Morrs turned for his models not to Caslon or Baskerville, but to early
editions of Jenson and Zainer. His books are a modern variation on
the early printed books of Northern Europe, as they in turn were but
the mechanical variations of the manuscripts that preceded the inven-
tion of movable type. “The Middle Ages,” comments Morris, “brought
calligraphy to perfection, and it was natural therefore that the forms
of printed Jetters should follow more or less closely those of the written
character . , ' ?

Morris, of course, knew that in the early Renaissance humaunists such
as Niccolo Niceoli and Poggio Bracciolini had revived the ninth-
century Caroline minuscule of Cluny and Verona, all the while believ-
mg 1t was more truly “roman” than the book-hand prevalent in the
manuscripts of their time, Thus developed the humanist script, as dis-
tingnished {rom the reigning scripts which the Renaissance scholars
called “Gothic” or barbarous. A tradition arose that manuscripts of
the Latin classics, peetry, and belles-lettres should be written in the
humanist script, while books of theology, law, medicine, and logic
should appear in the Gothic character. The influence of humanists like
Vespasiano di Bisticei, the illustrious book dealer, was so great that a
tendency arosc to modify the angularitics of the Gothic forms to
something approaching the grace of the humanist letters. Though the
first Gothic type appeared in Venice in 1473, its gradual disappearance
signalled the final triumph of the humanists and the New Learning. In
the cyes of a Poliziauo or a Pice, a Cicero in black-letter Gothic was
cvidence only of barbaric and vulgar taste. Had Morris been a genuine
child of the Middie Ages, instcad of a Victorian revivalist, his books
would not even have been printed. They would have been written in
black-letter Gothic. “In Iraly, from about 1400 onmward,” he writes,
“book illustrations became common, going hand-in-hand with the deg-
radation of printing.”? The paradex of the Kelmscott Press is that
printing was a craft born in the carly Renaissance, the period which
for Morris was the root of much modern discontent; and he was there-
fore bound to treat book production as an extension of manuscript
writing.

William Butler Yeats called the Kelmscott Charcer the most beauti-
ful book in the world.” Finished finally on 2 June 1896, the folio was

3 William Marris, “Printing,” in May Morris, 1 illiam Morris, Artist, Writer,
Sacialist (Oxford: Blaclwell, 1936), T, 252,
+ William Morris, “The Woodcuts of Gothic Rooks,” ibid., T, 325,
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in the process of creation for five years and in actunal printing for a year
and ninc months. Yet even while making his Chazcer, Morris was his
usual busy sclf, engaged in his metrical cranslation of The Heimskringla,
and supervising its production for the Saga Library. What delayed the
completion of the book for so long were not*Morris™ activities, but
Burne-Jones’s constant claborations of the designs. When the painter
had finally received his own copy, he wrote to s daughter, “I want
particularly to draw your atiention to the fact that there is no preface
to Chaucer, and no introduction, and ne essay on his position as a poet,
and no glossary; so that all is prepared for you to enjoy him thorough-
ly.” ® The Chancer is a monument not only to the ideals of the Kelm-
scott Press and the Gothic Revival, but to Morris’ life-long love of
Chaucer, whom he had first read as an undergraduate with Burne-Jones
at Oxford in 1855, In his writings, especially in The Farthly Paradise
and in The Life and Death of Jason, Morns had already addressed
Chaucer as:

And thou, O Master! — Yea, my Master still,
Whatever feet have scaled Parnassus’ hll,

Since like thy measures, clear and swect and strong,
Thames’ stream scarce fettered drave the dace along
Unto the bastioned bridge, his only chain —

O Master, pardon me, if yet in vain

Thou art my Master, and I fail o bring

Before men's eyes the image of the thing

Ay heart js filled with: thou whose dreamy cyes
Beheld the flush to Cressid’s checks arisc, _
When Troilus rode up the praising street . . .°

The Victorian Gothic of the Kelmscott Chancer may not be the
Gothic of the age of Richard 1I; but outside poetry itself the Kelmscott
Chmicer is probably the most eloquent testimony of devotion made
by one major writer to another in the whole history of English litera-
tore,

“The only work of art which surpasses a complete Medicval book,”
says Morris, “Is a complete Medicval building.” * Whercas Pugin and
Scatt, Morris’ predecessors in the Gothic Revival, had the advantage

6 J. W. Mackail, The Life of Willimn Morris (London, New York, and Bombay:
Longmans, ‘Green, 1899), 1I, 325.

% William Motris, “The Life and Death of Jason,” bk, xvii, in his Collected
Waorks {London and New York: Longmans, Green, 1gro-1s), I, 259,

T Williamy Morris, op. cit. (note 4 above), I, 321,
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of a living tradition of architecture behind them, Morris faced prob-
lems in creating his boek which would have intimidated a man of lesser
vitality. First, there was the paper. Morris insisted on an unmixed linen
rag. After much searching, he at last chose a Bolognese model of about
1473, which was madc for him by Joseph Batchclor. Four hundred and
twenty-five copics were printed on paper which cven to this day is as
crisp to the touch as a brand-new bank note. In addition to these, thir-
teen copies on vellum were manufactured from a vellun processed
from carefully chosen skins of calves, Morris encountered immense
difficuities obtaining these skins; for when they are more than six wecks
old, they are of no value and must be seat to the sand pit eventually to
be made into gloves and boots. Forty-eight copies of the book, includ-
ing two on vellom, were bound at the Doves Bindery in full pigskin, A
total of only four hundred and thirty-eight copies of the Kelmscott
Chauncer exist in the world. Fortunate 1s the man who owns an original.
He possesses a work of art as harmonious as a medieval cathedral.
One of the trinmphs of the Kelmscott Charcer is its typography.
During the seven years the press existed Morris made use of threc differ-
ent types. The “Golden,” a fourteen-pomt roman, based on Jenson’s
famous squarc-blacked type (Iig. 1), appears in books like T'he
Golden Legend. Before creating the “Golden,” Emery Walker made
enlarged photographs of Aretino’s Historia del popule Fiorentino, and
Morris then had the type cut (Fig. 2}. He himself actually coarsened
the Jenson “Golden” by giving it a black-letter twist of strength and
color, underlining the fact that he did not want to imitate Jenson but
only to work in his spirit. By rcviving Jenson’s type, he wanted to
show that a Victorian was capable of producing a work of art as beauti-
ful as any created in the fifteenth century. What is more relevant as
regards the Chawrcer, however, is the “Troy” type, a great primer or
cighteen point, which was first used in The Recuyell of the Historyes
of Troye (Fig. 3). Heavily influenced by the Gothic type of Peter
Schoeffer of Mainz, Giinther Zammer of Augsburg, and Anthony
Koburger of Nuremburg, the “Troy” type proved much too large,
and Morris eventually reduced it to a Pica or twelve pomt, the type
used in the Chawcer. The “Troy” and “Chaucer” types are what stu-
dents of the subject call Fere-humanisticas, one of the three traditional
kinds of Gothic letters used in the fifteenth ccntury. By the thirteenth
century, Gothic, of course, had alrcady become a distinet style. The
medicval seribes, sucli as Chaucer’s “owne scriveyn” Adam, using a
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Houghton Library
F16. 1. Jenson’s Roman Type
Diogenes Lacrtius: Vitae et sententiac philosophorim (1435)
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SPECIMEN OF AN INDUCTION TO Induction
APOEMo ' ' toapoém :

210 ! I must tell a tale o
A J chivalry; |
For large white plumes
§ are dancing in mine eye.
<y Notlike the formal crest
) of latter days;
Vid But bending in a thou.
sand graceful ways; |
So graceful, thatit seems
. no mortal hand,
Or en the touch of Archimago’s wand,
Could charm them into such an attitude.
We must think rather, that in playful mood,
Some mountain breeze had turn’d its chief delight, -
- Tashow this wonder of its gentle might,
Lo! I must tell a tale of chivalry;
For while I muse, the lance points slantingly
Athwart the morning air: some lady sweet,
Who cannot feel for cold her tender feet,
From the worn top of some old battlement
Hails'it with tears, her stout defender sent: 1
And from her own pure self no joy dissembling, |
Wraps'round her ample robe with happy trem%liq 2
St}_mettme_:s »Whenthe good Knighthisrestwould ta.'I%_e,
It is reflected, clearly, in a lake, 3
With the young as{en boughs,’gainst which it rests,
And th’ half seen mossiness of linnets’ nests.
Abh!shall T ever tell its cruelty,

249

Houghton Library
Fic. z. The “Golden” Type of The Kelmscott Press
The Poenss of John Keats (1894), p. 249
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corage to you & fighte ye agaynst the Crofanemore
stronglyethanye haue doon tofore, and cesse yenot
tyll ye batie the victorie that the goddes haue pro-
% misid to owﬂHndtban with thewordes of the said
T ’ Calcas t ¢ Grekes toke berte to bein, sayng vcrylv. ’
- [/33)] that they wold mayntene the warte apmet ¢ Crop- -
; ans whether Hchilles belpe bem or not, and tbat for. é
him they wold not (cue. e
Of many batayllcs that were madc cm tbat onc 91dc‘ :
| and of that otheror totheirbotbeqr tcdomn% ¢,and .
; YK of certayn tricws, & of the deth o thc nobte Croyl- |

A lus that Hebylles slewe ayenst bis prom 5 & ‘crewe |
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v l(’ﬁ slewe thc lﬂ;nge Menonagsx @ 10 T30
¢/ - ﬁHN the triews of two monctbm
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dtdtrovlluemerua sofarmesl
3 for toavenge the dctb of his bro- |
i der; Dares gaith in his book that
' be glewe that daye a thousandc
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Houghton Library
Fig. 3. The “Troy” Type of William Morris
Raoul Lefévre: The Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye (18g2), p. [640]

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XXVII, Number 4
(October 1979)



480 Harvard Library Bulletin

reed pen to write Roman letters, gave Gothic its distinet character,
Gothic Jetters are essendially written forms made with one stroke of the
slanted pen. The carves of the Roman letcers were reducd to straight
lines, very narrow, angular, and stiff, until the written page was made
up of rows of perpendicular thick strokes connected at the top and
bottom by oblique hair-lines. The Fere-humanisticas, which Jasted
only for onc generation (1459-1485) until it was superseded by the
Rotundas script, attained its artistic peak in books by Ulrich Zell of
Cologne and Giinther Zainer of Augsburg., John Zainer’s De Claris
Muthieribus, says Morris, was “perhaps the first book thar gave me a
clear insight into the essential qualities of the medieval design of that
period.” ® By comparing the type used by Giinther Zainer with that in
the Kelmscate Chawcer (Figs. 4 and 5), the reader may sce how Morzis
has not just copied his predccessor, but has reinterprered certain fea-
tures. Often Morris, in order to make the spaces between the words as
nearly cqual as possible, uses the ampersand instcad of the “and.”
Giinther Zainer’s Gothic type has considerable roman tendencies. It
was, after all, the formal book-hand of many of the early humanists,
notably of Petrarch. The figures are squat, with long heads on short
bodies. Morris, however, has made certain of his letters, such as the
“0,” cven more roman than Zainer's. Nor does Morris ever use the
long “S” or the “R” that follows the rounded letters in Gathic script.
The supremc achievement of the Kelmscott Chancer lics, hawever,
not in its print but in its general format. To understand fully how
revolutionary even one illustrated page of the Chawucer is, it must be
remembered that by 1550 the illustrated book was a thing of the past.
The humanists, who hated the Gothic script, hated even more the
illustrations that accompanied it., In the libraries of the Medici, the
Montefeliro, and the Kings of Naples there was hardly an illuminated
book. The Renaissance, as . P. Goldschmidc argees, rejected the
medieval conception of “the book in which the text is accompanied by
paintings depicting a scene deseribed in the text.” * One may search in
vain for a single Latin text printed before 1493 that contains any wood-
cuts or cngraved illustrations. In 1498 Griininger’s “Horace, illustrated
with pictures of Roman nobles dressed in the latest fashion and with

£ William Marris, “On the Artistic Qualities of the Woodcut Books of Ulm and
Aupshurg in the Fifteenth Century,” ibid., 1, 351.

® Ernst Philip Goldschmide, The Printed Book of the Renaissance (Cambridge:
At the University Press, 1950}, p. z7.
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Houghton Library
Fi6. 4. Giinther Zainer (Augsburg, circa 1475)
Rodcricus Zamorensis: Spiegel des rnenschlichen Lebens, p. Lxviv
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Chaucer: Weorks (1896), p. q2 (reduced)
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Julius Caesar wearing a turban, was hailed by the humanists as absurd,
grotesque and abominable”” ' Four hundred years later Wiiliam
Morris, certainly no admires of the renaissance humanists, created his
own typographical renaissance by recreating a Gothic book.

By a Gothic page Morris meant not just print combined with a pic-
ture. “The cssential point to be remembered,” he says, “is that the orna-
ment, whatever it is . . . should form part of the page, should be a
part of the whole scheme of the book.,” ** To Meorris even the best of
modern books viclates this principle. Flaxman’s illustrations for
Horace, Hesiod, and Dante arc a distinet series of drawings designed
to be appreciated by themselves, without reference to their incorpora-
tion in, or relation to, a printed book. The 1857 edition of Tennyson's
poems contains designs by D. G. Rossett, Aillais, and Holman Hunt,
but there is no attempt to consider the page as a work of art. Fven in
Rogers’ Italy illustrated by Turner, which had such a decisive influence
upon Ruskin, the engraxrings arc not an organic part of the page. Books,
insists Morris, must be “alive all over.” But in fifteenth-century books
printed in Gothic type, such as the Cologne Bible (147 8—79), the text
is a solid column or tower, from which excursions were often made by
the imagination of the designer around the ample margins. Fach of the
eighty-scven illustrated pages of the Chancer contains a text, a {rame,
and an elaboratc floral pattern. It is these, especially the great title
page with its inscription, “the works of Geoffrey Chaucer now
newly imprinted,” which are the glories of the volume. The earliest
books invariably lacked a title page. The scribes put the essential in-
farmation above the first paragraph which often began with the inscrip-
tion #cipit or ¢y commence ox Hier begymmeth. Morris designed the
Chancer in such 2 way that when the book is open the title page forms
with the oppasite first page of The Canterbury T'ales a harmonious
whole of text, woodcut, and flower arabesques. However less attrac-
tive the pages withoutr woodcuts and decorations are, the prmciple is
similar. When the book is open, the recto and the verso page, each
with its distinctive proportions of margin — the narrowest margins
naturally being inward and at the top, the broadest ontward and at the
foot — form a double page. An cxccllent prototype in Gothic print
of the unillustrated pages would be Jenson’s version of St. Augustinc’s
De civitate Dei, published in Venice in 1475 (Fig. 6). That not all the

10 Ibid., p. 51,
11 William Morris, op. ¢it. {note 3 above), 1, 250.
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pages of the Kelmscott Chancer are adorned with Edward Burne-
Jones’s woodcuts is the only regrettable aspect of the volume,

Morgis first met Burne-Jones at an examination in the Hall of Exeter
College, Oxford, when they were both undergraduates. Burne-Jones’s
woodcuts for the Charcer represent the culmination not only of their
lifelong friendship but of their long-standing devotion to medieval arc
— an interest chat first began to flourish when they helped Rossetii
paint the Oxford Union. Burnc-Jones’s drawings for the Chaucer
were first made in pencil. Like many of his great predecessors, he then
gave the drawings to a cutter, in this case William Harcourt Hooper,
who translated them into lines which were photographed onto 2 wood
block ta be engraved into facsimiles. From the period of its great
masters, Diirer, Alrdorfer, and Holbein, wood engraving had dwindled
into an zlmost lost art, kept alive by a few isolated craftsmen such as
Dirk de Bray in Holland, Jean Michael Papillon in France, and Thomas
Bewick and William Blake m England. The Kclmscote Chaircer repre-
sents then the revival not anly of Gothic typography but almost of an
entire art. The two artists had agreed that the tone of the lines in the
drawings should rcpeat that of the type, and that the same ratio of black
to whitc in any one square inch of the drawings should equal that in
any one square inch of the typography. Whether the woodeuts fit with
the Gothic typography 1s, indeed, a delicate question. Burne-Jones
himself had some reservations. “I wondecr, if Chaucer were alive now,
or is aware of what is going on, whether he’d be satisfied with my
picturcs to his book or whether he’d prefer impressionist ones. 1 don’t
trust him. And if he and Morris were to mcet in heaven, I wonder if
they’d quarrel.” **

What seems probable is that Chancer wonld have been amused by
Burne-Jones’s woodcuts. Logically, the drawings should have been in
the same Gothic style as Morris™ type. With a certain amount of
casuistry one could argue that if the Italian humanists had not been so
hostile to 1ilustrated cditions of the classics a fifteenth-century printed
Chaucer would have contained drawings by some of the guatirocento
masters and that, therefore, Burne-Jones's Victorian variations on
Botticelli and Fillipino fill a definite historical gap. But such an argu-
ment caunot mitigate what at times is a jarring conflict between the
Gotbhic type and the Pre-Raphaclite drawings. Even for a greater artist

12 Georgiana Burne-Jones, Memorials of Edward Burne-Jones (London and New
York: Macmillan, 1906), 1, 217.
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Aurclivs Augustinus: De civitate Dei (1475)
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than Burne-Jones, Chaucer’s writings would have created difficaltics
in deciding just how to illustrate works of litcrature as far apart in time
as the sixth-century De consolatione philosophiae by Boethius and the
thirteenth-centary Ronuunt of the Rose by Guillaume de Lorris and
Jean de Meung, In a medieval woodcut manuscript book such as
Guillaume Fillastre’s Histoire de la Toison d’Or the leading characters
arc all drawn in contemporary medicval dress; but some of Chaucer’s
staries, ke Troifus and Criseyde and “The Tale of the Clerk of Qx-
ford,” take place millennia apart. Burne-Jones’s iliustrations in no
way rcconcile the epregious anachronisms with which Chaucer’s
wrltings inevitably confront the artist; and by dressing up both his
Northumbrian Custance and Egyptian Cleopatra in Victorian guai-
trocento costumes Burne-Jones shows how Pre-Raphaclitism often led
to disastrous consequences.

This does not mean that Burne-Jones’s woodcuts arc a {ailure, What
is remarkable 1s that despite their uneven quality and many anachro-
nisms, like Emelyc’s Pre-Raphaelite hairdo and Dido’s Gothic palace,
they do combinc with Morris' typography to give the illusion of a
medieval book. Burne-Jones’s drawings, which a harsh critic might call
pastiches, unfortunately reveal many of the contradictions and faults
of Pre-Raphaelitism 1tself: its love of the mystical combined with an
excessive realism, 1ts irrational mixture of antagomistic styles, its senti~
mentalism—one unforgettable example, an illustration to The Romaunt
of the Rose which portrays sickly cherubim, half-nude damsels, and
Masaccio-like adolescents. Though the dominant style of the drawings
owes 1ts mspiration to Burne-Jonces’s favorite gunttrocento painters, he
could never forget that he was illustrating a Gothic text. Thus the
folds of his drapery, rigid and solid like tree trunks, often have the
monumental heavy stature of Giotto’s paintings. At first glance the
elongated bodics recall certain Byzantine prototypes; but further scro-
tiny will reveal that they are much closer, especially some of the nudes,
to figures in mannerist paintings by Bronzino or Parmigianino. In the
woodcut to the story about Phillis in The Legend of Geod 1W omen he
follows a convention of the Gothic woodeut by employing a pillar to
divide the drawing into two scenes. Now and then, he puts a narrow
(iothic column or arch into onc of his scenes. And in the illustration to
the first book of Treilus and Criseyde he metamorphoses Troy 'into a
medieval Norman citadel.

Burne-Jones’s visits to Iraly ebviously made an indelible impression
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upon his mind. What makes his woodcuts most unmedieval is his usc of
lincar perspective. At times he will put a window into one of the stark
rooms so that the eye is led through it into the distance or he will draw
a landscape that recedes into the horzon. Many of these landscapes,
especially the barren crags in the drawing to “The Clerk of Oxford’s
Tale,” have the solitary other-worldly quality thac appears in early
Italian paintings such as Domenico Veneziano’s “St. John in the
Desert” whose hannting mountains resemble the tumultuous scascape in
the woodcut to “The Frankeleyn’s Tale,” in which Dorigene starcs cut
cnigmatically at Stonehenge-like formations rising from the occan.
His many forests of twisted trce trunks, such as the one illustratng
“The Knight’s Tale,” resemble woodcuts from the Hypurerotonchia
Poliphili. But more than any other artist it is Botticelli whose influence
is most deeply felt in the Chancer. Only a few of the many drawings
influenced by the Florentine master can be noted. On page 257 of the
Chaucer there is a dramatic scene of dancing girls who have the grace,
the movement, and the style of the figures in the “Primavera.” Hlustra-
ting the incident in “The Knight's Tale” in which Palamon visits the
Temple of Venus, Burne-Jones draws the Goddess of Love in the vein
of Botticelli’s famous painting of Venus rising from the sea, a motif
that also decorates the first book of The Haouse of Fawme.

In the Gothic Revival the Kelmseott Chawcer occupics a position of
excellence that is equalled in other spheres only by Pugin’s House of
Parliament. At no other point in modern English history could the
book have been produced. The drawings Burpe-Joncs made 1 the
ninetics grew out of the Pre-Raphaclite Movement of the carly fifties.
Roughly one hundred years before the establishment of the Kclmscott
Press, Horace Walpole had sct up his own printing press, the Officina
Arbuteana; but despite his own infatuation with the idea of CGiothic,
his knowledge of the Middle Ages, not to mention its typography, was
too limited, indecd, too dilettantish, to accomplish what Morris
achicved with the Kelmscott Press. Even Ruskin, though he saw to it
that his own books were well composed in Edinburgh roman (cut by
Alexander Phemister), was never aroused sufficiently by his own ideas
to bave a book Jike The Stones of Venice printed in Gorthic type. To
Morris’ contemporaries the Kelmscott Chaztcer seemed to fall like a pie
from the sky; but this was only because a knowledge of Gathic books,
unlike a knowledge of medieval culture itsclf, was relatively uncom-
mon. Carlyle had already prepared the Victorians to appreciate the
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world of Jocelin of Brakelond. Ruskin had taught them to see mean-
mg m the smallest stone of medieval Venice. Pogin’s revival of
Gothic architecture had had repercussions in rural railroad stations and
suburban villas, The whole age thrilled to Tennyson's /dylls of the
King and to Arnold’s “Tristram and Iseult.” But of Giinther Zainer
and Conrad Sweynhcim little, if anything, was known. As Ruskin
himself would have been the first to point out, the love of Gothic had
to start in architecturc before it culminated in bibliophilia,
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