






A BOOK ARTS PILGRIMAGE

gloved hands gently cradling the boards from the weight of the text.
The book was in fauldesscondition; it seemed as·though Weeks too had
to stop himself from flipping the pages ofhis treasure because of its
cathedral-like quality. The environment that the Kelmscott creates for
itselfguarantees that it will be treated and pondered upon as an object
ofart, that its pages will never be 'thumped' or 'blotted with ink'.21 Ifelt
like the ClerkeofOxenford, examining each illustration in reverence of
Morris.

Our journey to Des Moines was a pilgrimage, a social one in which
along the way Gary and I debated the subversive, social nature of
Chaucer and the problems inherent in Morris's project. Both to and
from Des Moines, we wondered if and how Morris had reframed
Chaucer's works as a socialist project. Gary insisted that the German­
inspired binding was commercially prepared, while I argued that itwas
precisely these characteristics ofnineteenth-century binding that Mor­
ris would choose to incorporate as a commentary on Chaucer's social
cohesiveness- the book could not escape the four intervening centuries
between its models and itself, nor would Morris want it to. He did not
want his readers to marvel at antiquarian book arts, but to wonder at
how such artistry could apply to their commetcial system. From the
time that the first two bound copies ofthe Kelmscon Chaucerarrived at
the homes of Morris and Bume-Jones, rhere was speculation over the
nature ofthis unique book. Why would Morris create such an elaborate
edition? Why would he look back to these antiquarian models for a
nineteenth-century edition created in a pool ofprogress?24 The habitat
that the Kelmscotf Chaucer creates for itself is one teetering between
ritual and commodity. As Skoblow observes, 'The Kelmscott Press
stands outside far enough to see back in - the books look back at us sit­
ting here, reading our commodities'. 2) The book itself problematises
Morris's project just as each taleteller reframes the social cohesiveness of
the Canterbury Tales. Like the Miller's fabliau answer to the Knigh t, and
the Reeve's subsequent quiting ofthe Miller, Morris's edition begs us to

question our commodity-based system and the nature of the Book
itself

NOTES

1 See William Morris, 'The Ideal Book', The Ideal Book: Essays andLectures on theArts of
the Book, William S. Peterson, ed. (Berkeley: University ofCalifornia Press, 1982),

p.67·
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2 When referring ro books as objects engrained in parricularcultural ideologies, I capi­

talise the word.
3Johanna Drucker. 'Artists' Books and the Cultural StoWS ofthe Book' inJournalo/

Communication 44: 1 (1994), pp. 12-42.

4 The Ideal Book, p. 4·

5Diane C. Archibald, 'Beaury, Unity, and rhe Ideal: Wholeness and Heterogeneity in
rhe Kclmscorr Chaucer', Medievalism in England2: 7 (1995), pp. 169-80. Archibald's
primary concern with rhe Kelmscott Chaucer resides in Burne-Jones's illustrations:

'The overall effect ofhis illustrations is to push Chaucer's texr inro a mold in which

it does not fir. The monolithic choice ofchivalric subjects for the illustrations, their
still, sacred mood; the liberries taken with rhe story - all these elements tend to nul­

lifY rhe rich, lively diversity of The Gmterbury 7'&s'. Atchibald is correct in notic­
ing the uniry explicit in the Kelmscott Chaucer; however, her critique ofrhe book
overlooks Morris's socialisr intentions as well as the cohesiveness ofChaucer's het­

eroglot pilgrim voices.
6 See Paul Strohm's Social Chaucer(Cambridge: Harvard UI~ 1989) fora derailed expli­

cation of the unified social system present in rhe Canterbury 7nLes.
7 See l.ee Patterson's "'What Man Arrow?": Aurhorial Self-Definition in "The '[lle of

SirThopas" and "The Tale of Mclibee'" in Studies in the Age o/Chaucer 11 ('989), pp.
117-75 for a discussion ofChauccr's sclf~definitionwirhinthe 'Inles, as well as an

explanation ofhis Auid position as a pilgrim.

S''''hile Edward Burne-Jones createo the illustrations for the Kclmscorr Chauar, he
and Morris were strong collaborators on tbe project; they consulted consisrenrly on
rhe illustrations ano oecorations. Morris completeo the woodcllts ofBurne-Jones's

illustration. For derails of their working relationship, see Phi lip Henoerson's

William Morris: His Lift, Work andhiends, (New York: McGraw Hill, 1967). The
two final chapters, '''News from Nowhere": The Kelmscotr Press' and 'Last Years'
pay particular a[[ention ro tbeir working relationsh ip in regards ro the Chauce?:

91n Caxron's fifteenth-century edition of the rales, as well as the Ellesmere manuscript,

rhe few illusrrarions are of the taletellers, not the talcs rhemselves, so rhis musr have
been a conscious shift offocus by Morris and Burne-Jones.

10 See Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero- Worship. &the Heroic ill History: The Norman
and Charlotte Strouse Edition o/the Writings ofThomas Carlyle (Berkcley: U ofCali­

fornia I~ 1993), p. 20. The following is Carlyle's full description ofIgdrasil: 'I like,
roo, rhar representarion they have ofrhe tree Igdrasi!. All Life is figured by rhem as a

Tree. Igdrasil, rhe Ash-rree ofExisrence, has irs roors deep down in rhe kingdoms of
Hela or Death; its trunk reaches up heaven-high, spreads irs boughs over rhe whole

Universe: it is rhe Tree ofExisrence. Ar the foor ofir, in rhe Dearh-kingdom, sir

Three Nornas, Fares, - rhe Pasr, Present. Future; warering irs roors from rhe Sacred
Well. Its "boughs", wirh their buddings and disleafings? - events, rhings suffered,
rhings done, carastrophes, - strerch through all lands and rimes. Is nor every leafof

ir a biography, every fibre rhere an act or word? Its boughs are Histories ofNarions.

The rustle ofir is the noise ofHuman Exisrence, onwards from ofold. Ir grows
rhere, rhe brearh ofHuman Passion n:,:t:~o: rh rough ir; - or storm rosr, rhe srorm-
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wind howling through it like the voice ofall the gods. It is Igdrasil, theTree ofExis­
tence. It is the past, the present, and the future; wharwas done, what is doing, what
will be done; "the infinite conjugation ofthe verb _To do_." Considering how

human things citculate, each inextricably in communion with all, - how the word I

speak to you to-day is borrowed, not from Ulfila the Moesogoth only, but from all
men since the first man began to speak, - I find no similitude so true as this ofa
Tree. Beautiful; altogether beautiful and great. The "Machine ofthe Universe",­

alas, do but think of that in contrast!'

I1 These heels, or shoe heels, were normally used in German bindings and attached to

books that would he used on a lectern to protect the covers from scratches and slip­
ping. They are an indication ofthe value of the Book as a cultural object in the Mid­

dle Ages and also recall Eu me-Jones's comment about the Chaltcer as a pocket

cathedral. For more information on this design and for pictures and diagrams ofthe
heels on hindings see J. A. Szirmai, lhe Archaeology ofMedieval Bookbinding
(Erookfield: Ashgate, 1999), p. 263-7'-

12 Burne-Jones first used the phrase in a letter to Charles Eliot Nonon in December

1894. See Douglas E. Sehoenherr's 'A Note on Burne-Joncs's "Pocket Cathedral"
and Ruskin' elsewhere in this issue of theJWMS.

13 For more details on Morris's typography. see John Dreyfus, 'Typographer', in Paul
Needham et aI., William Morris rind the Artofthe Book (New York: Oxford UP and

Pierpont Morgan l.ibrary, 1976), pp. 71-94.

14lhid., 1'.140 .

15Jeffrey Skohlow, 'Beyond Reading', in 'Ihe Victorian Illustraud Book, ed. Richard

Maxwell (Charlottesville: U ofYirginia Press, 2002), pp. 235-58, p. 254.
16 John T Winterich, Introduction to A rtlCSimileofthe William Morris Kelmscott

Chaucer with the Original871llustratiom by Edward Bltme)ones (Cleveland: World,

1958), pp. v-vii.
17 1'l1e Ideal Book, p. 2.

18 Ibid., p. I.

19Ibid., p.2.

20 There are several sources explaining the printing, appearance, and sales information
ofthe Kelmscott Chaucer, all ofwhich vary slightly in details. I have taken the fol­

lowing data from a specimen description in H. Halliday Spading's, The Kelmscott
Press andWilliam Mon'is Master-Craftsman, (l.ondon: Macmillan, 1924), p.162. '40.
THE WORKS OF GEOFFREY CHAUCER. Edited by F.S. Ellis. Folio. Chaucer type, with

headings to the longer poems in Troy type. In hlack and red. Botders 20a to 26,
woodcut title, and eighty-seven illustrations designed by Sir E. Burne-Jones. 425 on

paper at twenty pounds, 13 on vellum at 120 guineas. Dated May 8, issued June 26,
t896. Published by William Morris. Bound in halfholland. Forty-eight copies, were
bound in white pigskin by Cobden Sanderson at Doves Bindery. Two ofthese wete

vellum. There were thirteen vellum copies in all'.
21 Winterich, p. xii.

22 I would like to thank Scott Brunscheen for allowing me enttance and assistance at

Salisbury House and for being so gracious concerning my tequest to examine the
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Kelmscott Chaucer. [ would also like to thank Gary Frost for travelling with me on

my pilgrimage and making my own commentary on Morris and Chaucer more use­
ful.

23 The Ideal Book, p. I.

24 Fot some contemporary reviews, seeTheodore Low Devinne, 'The Printing of

William Morris' in Book BuyerI3: 12 UanuaryI897), pp. 920-23 and Waiter Crane,
'William Morris' in Scribl/ers Magazine, 22: I Uuly 1897), pp. 88-99.

25 Skoblow, p. 246.
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