Arts & Crafts Houses I, Introduction by Beth Dunlop (Phaidon Press, 1999),
184pp., £29.99 hbk, ISBN 0 7148 3875 6.

Trevor Garnham, St Andrew’s Church, Roker, by Edward Prior (Phaidon Press,
1996), pages unnumbered, £19.99, ISBN 0 7148 8344 4.

It is a great pleasure to introduce these very attractive books to any of our
members who are not yet familiar with them. They are part of Phaidon’s
remarkable Architecture in Detail series, which provides thorough and finely
illustrated accounts of specific buildings of historical importance. The size and
quality of the illustrations, including plans and elevations as well as photographs
of the highest quality, give the reader a wonderful developing intimacy with each
building. Originally, each was treated in a separate book, as is the case with St
Andrew’s, Roker, in this review, but now Phaidon have started to produce, at a
reasonable price, volumes like Arts & Crafts Houses I, each of which combines
three important buildings — in this case, Webb’s Red House, as discussed by the
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late Edward Hollamby in an account originally published in 1991; Lethaby’s
Melsetter House, Orkney, by Trevor Garnham in 1993; and Lutyens’s Goddards,
Abinger Common, by Brian Edwards in 1996.

Morris gets his due in both of these books. In the composite volume, the
significance of Morris for Red House is hardly likely to be undervalued. Hollamby
puts it like this: ‘the design of the house was a unique work of collaboration
between artist/designer, client and architect . . . Red House thus became a blend of
the romanticism of Morris and the pragmatism of Webb, united in a common
philosophy of art and architecture largely derived from Ruskin . . .” Hollamby
concludes with a reference to Pevsner’s view of the continuity between the Arts
and Crafts movement and Modernism, remarking that Morris and Webb’s belief
in the importance of the everyday and the unpretentious was passed on to ‘many
young architects and students in the the 1930s — committed disciples of the
“modern movement™’. In relation to the second house in the book, Trevor
Garnham presents Lethaby justly as a follower of Morris, and remarks that the
‘aura of Morris pervades Melsetter House and he was, perhaps, the decisive
influence on Lethaby’s thinking’. He goes on to quote Lethaby’s remark: ‘in the
sphere of art he [Morris] has been more to me than any other man. In some
curious way I was born to feel, understand and love Morris’s work’. It is pleasant
to learn that Theodosia, the young wife of Thomas Middlemore who
commissioned the building of the house, was a friend of May Morris, who
designed embroidery wall hangings for her. In her Introduction to the composite
volume Beth Dunlop quotes May on Melsetter House: ‘It secemed like the
embodiment of some of those fairy palaces of which my father wrote with great
charm and dignity. It was a place full of homeliness and the spirit of welcome, a
very lovable place. And surely that is the test of an architect’s genius: he built for
home life as well as dignity’. Here May clearly puts Lethaby in the tradition of
Webb. The third architect represented in the book, Lutyens, was not as close to
Morris as either of the others. Brian Edwards remarks: ‘Though Lutyens had come
under the influence of William Morris and his circle whilst briefly a student at the
art school in South Kensington ... he was by inclination a romantic. From William
Morris and Philip Webb he had absorbed the ideals of honest craftsmanship and
the virtue of simplicity . . .> While it seems strange to dissociate Morris from
romanticism , this nevertheless acknowledges the importance of Morris for the
young Lutyens. Edwards sees the three main influences on the architecture of
Goddards as Gertrude Jekyll, Philip Webb and William Lethaby. In looking at
these three houses, as these books enable us to do albeit vicariously, we are made
vividly aware of Morris’s importance for the architects, as well as the craftsmen,
of the Arts and Crafts movement.

A second volume of Arts & Crafts Houses consists of Mackintosh’s Hill House,
Helensburgh, Voysey’s The Homestead, Frinton-on-sea, and Greene and Greene’s
Gamble House at Pasadena, California. Prior’s splendid church now appears
along with Mackintosh’s Glasgow School of Art and Bernard Maybeck’s First
Church of Christ, Scientist, at Berkeley, California, under the title Arts & Crafts
Masterpieces.

E. S. Prior is less well known than the three architects so far looked at. His
practice was quite limited and there is no available monograph on his work. But

66



he produced some fine buildings, of which the church at Roker is perhaps the
most remarkable. As we learn, Prior had a Cambridge academic background (as
well as excelling there at the high jump) before being articled to Norman Shaw; he
set up his own practice in 1880. Garnham argues that Prior was driven in his
architectural work by an ‘uncompromising logic’ which could lead to ‘buildings
that often appear ungainly, even puzzling, but of great originality’. He then
remarks that “The catalyst seems to have been contact with the ideas of William
Morris’. Morris’s ideas were circulating influentially in the 1880s, with particular
emphases which Garnham states thus: ‘The decisive moves made by Morris were
to disengage Ruskin’s linking of hand-work with Christian moral sentiments, and
to recognise that Ruskin’s higher aims for art would require some preliminary
groundwork’. From this stance, Prior was able to express the priorities involved in
his naming of the Art-Workers’ Guild, moving the emphasis in architectural
practice from ‘artistic sketchmanship to workmanship’. We are given a detailed
account of Prior’s 1889 paper to the Edinburgh Art Congress on the importance
of texture in architecture, which Garnham sees as extending Morris’s position; a
footnote tells us that in the discussion after the paper, Prior disagreed with
Morris’s view that ‘there could never be an iron architecture’ — though quite what
that means is not explained. Certainly Prior was prepared to be innovative in his
use of materials, but within the tradition to which Morris contributed so much.
Garnham reminds us that Prior had a distinguished academic career, and wrote
four important books on the Gothic tradition. It is to be hoped that this thorough
account of Prior and his work will help him to become better known.

These opulent volumes are not cheap, but they are very good value, particularly
in the composite form. If you can afford them, and enjoy Arts and Crafts
architecture, you will not regret your purchases.

Peter Faulkner
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