








more than mediocre'.H However, the author of her obituary in The Times suggested
that 'her talent was genuine and seriously cultivated'. IS

Mary quickly allied herself to avant-garde artists. She sought the advice of both
Waiter Crane and Burne~Jones. A close friendship developed with the latter which
explains the inclusion of her portrait in The Go/del1 Stairs. The letters the two men
sent to her were subsequently deposited at Wighrwick Manor, Wolverhampton,
by Lady Fairfax-Lucy, the daughter of Susan Tweedsmuir. They indicate the
strength of friendship between Mary and Burne-Jones from the mid-1870s
onwards. It is clear from the letters that Mary had serious artistic intentions and
already had her own studio. She consulted Burne-Jones about models) and on one
occasion enlisted his help in obtaining a model she was particularly taken with.
Burne-Jones wrOte: 'I have been very kind to you. I have written to get the address
of that model for you - a rhing I couldn't do for myself though I have wanted that
young female here many months.'

She was not just interested in fine art but was also keen to experiment with
design work. The letters Waiter Crane wrote to her) dating from 1875·76, suggest
that she was looking for ventures that would be commercially successful:

I enclose the note to Mr. W. H. Ward which you ask [for]. They are the only
people I happen to know who bring out Valentines.

If you had the inclination to try a design for a Valentine with the figure or
figures done upon a dark ground) in a Pompcian sort of manner, I believe you
would have a good chance with Messrs. Ward, as some American novelties
which appeared last year - figures on black grounds - extremely vile though
they were - had great success, but no doubt something artistic might be done
on the same principle. I merely offer the suggestion) as I know Messrs. Ward
expressed a wish to bring out something of the sort last year.

Marcus Ward was the most important company involved in the production of
greeting cards) and this recently developed area offered opportunities for women.
There was the prospect of moving from greetings cards to illustrated magazines
and ultimately books.

The letters from Burne-Jones co Mary reveal a lively relationship in which
Burne-Jones apparently revelled) but from which his wife was evidently excluded.
In 1879 Burne-Jones wrote to her: 'Come and have tea with me) will you? Can
you on Wednesday and you shall see my Annunciatioll - it is the only day I can
show it you, for on Thursday it goes away. I asked Miss Gladstone co come but
I don't know if she will - but do thou come at any rate and I'll walk back with
you.' Another lettcr reveals Burne-Janes's shyness and dislike of Show Sundays
when he was at 'home' to all and sundry: 'If I could have known ro·day that you
wert: going on CO me I should have turned back - I had fled from the house because
I was threatened with the arrival of a very unbearable bore (whose name I wont
tell you, because you would instantly make mischief).'

The famous incident when Burne-Janes dismissed the family cook without telling
Georgie is also recounted in a latter to Mary:

... will you come to lunch? Tomorrow will you? Wednesday will you? Thursday
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will you? we have no cook because while Georgie was out the other afternoon
I sent her away for being so ugly (its true, I don't care who knows it) I could
think of working all day long but for her face, if face it could he called - but
there are chops for guests and bread and wine.

The cook was twice as big as I and twelve times as big as Georgie - that's
twenty-four times and it was a brave thing to do and the only thing I am proud
of as having clone. I was rather frightened when I'd done it and went rapidly
to town and bought some goldfish ... and presented them as a peace offering
and all was well.

The letters are full of Burne-Jones's jocular banter, perhaps surprising given that
he has often been misconstrued as a depressive. However, on occasions he does
reveal a darker side: 'Phil has gone hack ... and Margor is at school and Georgie
is quite fat and my father is here and is very trying, very - as parents always are
- he sits and admires everything that belongs to me like J could beat him and it
makes me feel wicked and remorseful.' The teasing character of the correspondence
is exemplified by this last extract, which perhaps demonstrates why his friends
found it impossible to throwaway his letters:

I dare say you think it an excuse and this bitter remark brings me to the subject
of the ring at the bell - and I want to tell you how bad it was for my budding
morals the other day at your house to hear you all exclaim tOgether when some
poor one knocked at the door 'Now, Who's this bore!' - and wherever I go in
the world people do it ... I wish you were coming to tea this afternoon, I hope
somebody will come, I would say who's this bore.

By the close of rhe 1870s Mary had established herself as an arrist and was part
of the intellectual and artistic world. Yet at the age of thirty-two her prospects of
marriage looked slight. But then unexpectedly a proposal came, from Ralph, Lord
Wentworrh, and her whole life changed. Ralph Gordon Noel was the grandson of
Lord Byron, his mother being Ada Lovelace, the poet's legitimate daughter. Mary
may have feared that marriage would restrict - even end - her artistic activities.
Fortunately these fears were unfounded. After marriage she continued to paint, her
husband providing a studio for her at their London home, \Ventworrh House.
However, it was Ralph's succession to the Lovelace estates in 1893 which seems
to have brought her career as an exhibiting artist to an end. The reason for this
was that when her husband inherited the estates he also gained possession of the
Byron papers. The study of these papers were to become his obsession in later life.
This proved a trial to his wife. As Sarah Tweedsmuir wrote: 'The whole Byron
saga became a sheer weariness to her, a weariness shot with constant alarm, that
there should be something published about Byron or his wife which would make
Ihiml ... angry or unhappy.'16 Instead she devoted herself to the maintenance
of the estates which she ran until her death in 1941. Her commitment to the
latter, and her continued support of the arts and crafts, is confirmed by Susan
Tweedsmuir:

She planned the building and improvement of the cottages on her husband's
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estates. She also took a leading part in any movements for the revival of arts
and crafts, and she constantly voiced her conviction that people should not buy
antique furniture and old pictures, bur patronise and support the arts of their
own day. She was an ardent admirer of Williarn Morris. and of the architect
Voysey, and their influence led her down strange parhs. 17

Although Mary abandoned her own independent career she continued to believe
in the importance of art in society. She was committed to the Home Arts and
Industries Association. forming two classes on her husband's estates at Ockham
and Porlock Weir. Voysey provided designs for the Ockham furniture shop while
the Porlock class produced decorative leather work. With the help of Voysey she
designed cottages for her estate workers and improved their living conditions. She
even provided Village Halls. She extended her sense of family to the community,
which although conforming to the 'paternalistic' ethos of a socially responsible
aristocracy. does nor diminish her achievement. As an artist, designer. patron and
philanthropist she recognised the power of art to improve the lives of ordinary
people. Art gave meaning to her life. She lived an exemplary life and perhaps after
all fulfilled Burne-Jones's idea of a 'Golden Girl'.
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