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ACANTHUS AND VINE
or CABBAGE AND VINE TAPESTRY
Listed on the Memorandum appended to May Morris’s Will (17 June 1926) as: 
‘[In the] Passage. “Cabbage and Vine” Tapestry. W.M’s own piece.’
By the time William Morris turned his attention to tapestries (1877) he had been a partner in Morris, Marshall Faulkner and Co from April 1861 to March 1875. When the firm was reconstituted in 1875 Morris took over its sole management under the name of Morris & Co.. The work carried out by and/or commissioned by the firm varied from stained glass, metalwork, wallpaper manufacture, textiles and even linoleum. However, it wasn’t until 1877 that Morris turned his attention to the making of tapestries.    
It is unclear as to why Morris waited until then to pursue his lifelong love of tapestries. In 1855 he had visited France with friends Edward Burne-Jones and William Fulford.
 Having begun working for Oxford architect GE Street in 1856, in the Autumn he visited Normandy with Street and came back fired with enthusiasm for all he had seen. During this period he had seen tapestries in the cathedrals at Amiens, Beauvais, Chartres, Rouen and the Hôtel de Cluny in Paris.
The following quotations from his essay ‘Textiles’,
 and his lecture on the ‘Lesser Arts of Life’,
 in some way go to explain both Morris’s love of tapestries and his theory on the making of a tapestry. In ‘The Lesser Arts of Life’, delivered on 21 January 1882 before the Birmingham Midlands Institute, it can be seen that Morris’s love of tapestries had begun very early in his life. He says ‘How well I remember as a boy my first acquaintance with a room hung with faded greenery at Queen Elizabeth’s Lodge, by Chingford Hatch in Epping Forest (I wonder what has become of it now) and the impression of romance that it made upon me:  a feeling that always comes back on me when I read, as I often do, Sir Walter Scott’s Antiquary, and come to the description of the green room at Monkbarns, amongst which the novelist has with such exquisite cunning of art imbedded the fresh and glittering verses of the summer poet Chaucer: yes, that was more than upholstery, believe me’.  Morris explains that a machine is not needed to give scope ‘to the application of imagination and beauty to any cloth.’ He goes on to say ‘little more is needed than a frame which will support heavy beams on which we may strain our warp; our work is purely handwork, we may do what we will according to the fineness or our warp.’ However, he shows concern as to what is being produced at that time and cites the examples of the Gobelins Factories in Paris, Beauvais and Aubusson. He also quotes the Royal Tapestry Works at Windsor which ‘has unluckily gone on the lines of the work of the Gobelins, and, if it does not change its system utterly, is doomed to artistic failure, whatever its commercial success may be.’  
William Morris stated in his essay ‘Textiles’ (Arts and Crafts Essays by Members): ‘The noblest of the weaving arts is Tapestry, in which there is nothing mechanical:  it may be looked upon as a mosaic of pieces of colour made up of dyed threads, and is capable of producing wall ornament of any degree of elaboration within the proper limits of duly considered decorative work.   As in all wall decoration, the first thing to be considered in the designing of Tapestry is the force purity, and elegance of the silhouette of the objects represented, and nothing vague or indeterminate is admissible.   But special excellences can be expected from it.   Depth of tone, richness of colour, and exquisite gradation of tints are easily to be obtained in Tapestry:  and it also demands that crispness and abundance of beautiful detail which was the especial characteristic of fully developed Mediaeval Art.’ He also explains that ‘the warp is quite hidden, with the result that the colours are as solid as they can be made in painting.’

In correspondence with leading textile dyer Thomas Wardle in Leek it will be seen that Morris had been thinking about the production of tapestries in 1877. To quote from a letter dated 24 October 1877 to Thomas Wardle he says ‘The Widow Guelph (Queen Victoria) has been enticing our customers from us and has got an order for tapestry that ought to have been ours:  so much for Kings & Scoundrels:  you will have to join me in the end crying death to the aristocrats! – or at all events to their coats.’
 

According to Julien Coffinet and Maurice Pianzola in their book entitled Tapestry, in the Craft and Art series, a chemist by the name of Chevreul directed the Laboratoire des teintures des Gobelins between the years of 1824 and 1889 and because of his work the weavers at the Gobelins factory had a palette of 14,400 tones at their disposal. Unfortunately the dyes used faded into a ‘hardly recognizable collection of dirty greys and polluted hues’. ‘Tapestry today is a dead art. It is no more than a dull, dark, laborious imitation of painting’.
 This was a statement made by the Goncourt brothers in their Journal of 14 September 1874.  This view was also held by William Morris and designers in other parts of the world eg. the United States and Europe. 
On 14 November 1877 Morris again wrote to Wardle explaining the difficulties in making tapestries commercially – it would seem that Wardle himself was proposing producing tapestries.   Morris pointed out that the ‘there is only one man present living, (as far as I know) who can give you pictures at once good enough and suitable for tapestry – to wit Burne Jones – the exception – would be the making of leaf & flower pieces (greeneries, des Verdures) which would be generally used to eke out a set of figure pieces – these would be the compass of people, work-folk – who would not touch the figure work.’ He then lists the qualifications required by such people. He suggests Wardle does not understand the difficulties of translating a painter’s designs into a textile. He offers to help him but also points out that he proposes ‘setting up a frame and working at it myself.’
 Philip Webb, in a letter dated 8 November 1878 to Jane Morris, recorded that he had heard the Morrises had moved into Kelmscott House ‘between the yells and mingled gabble of a full anti-scrape meeting’.
 By 10 May1879 a loom had been made and set up in Morris’s bedroom at Kelmscott House and he began work on the Acanthus and Vine tapestry.
According to Mackail, ‘he was often up and at work at his loom with the first daylight in spring and summer mornings.’
 He kept a diary of his work on the Acanthus and Vine tapestry, which is held at the National Art Library 
. The diary records time spent on the tapestry along with the dates. The hours listed start on May 10th and finish on September 17 1879. This amounted to 516 ½ hours.  Also in this diary is a list of colours but it does not state if these colours were in his mind for the Acanthus and Vine tapestry.   There are other entries that do not seem to be related to this work. 

There does seem to be some dispute as to whether the tapestry was finished by September 17th. Fiona McCarthy
 in her book A Life for Our Time states that the Acanthus and Vine tapestry was by no means completed by September 17. There is evidence that he certainly continued tapestry weaving beyond that date eg. when Octavia Hill went to Kelmscott House to visit Morris on the 3 June 1881 she wrote excitedly ‘He took us all over the garden and into his study, and such an interesting carpet factory ….. it was just his own garden. The tapestry he had been making himself in his own study was beautiful!! ’
 On 13 October 1879 Morris wrote to William Bell Scott ‘I have taught myself the art of tapestry-weaving, the signs of which might amuse you’.
 Fiona McCarthy also says that tapestry weaving became almost a drug to him .
  He was back at the loom in his bedroom in the morning brightness of the summer months of 1881. The manual activity soothed him.   

Referring to his ‘Diary of Work’, the hours apparently worked were over a period of 19½ weeks. The American Tapestry Alliance (ATA) are of the opinion that a skilled tapestry weaver working about 35-40 hours per week can take about a month to weave one square metre. The Acanthus and Vine tapestry is just over 4 square metres, and William Morris was working on an average of 27 hours per week. This means that it would take a skilled weaver 140-160 hours to complete a square metre.  Morris’s tapestry is approximately 4.1 metres square and would take a skilled weaver 560-640 hours to complete (140x4 or 160x4).   Morris was working on average 27 hours per week (516 divided by the number of weeks between 18 May and 17th September). This does indicate that it would have taken him longer than the 19 ½ weeks to complete. The numbers used here are only approximate.
Another dilemma is where Morris started to weave – was it from the left or the right looking at the tapestry hanging on the wall? It is also noted that there is a difference in depth from left to right of about 8 ½ inches. There is a suggestion that he started from the left and this is the reason that the right-hand side is woven more accurately from the original design. By this time he would have had more experience and was more likely to be able to copy more accurately from the cartoon. It could also account for it being shorter on the right-hand side as the tension is obviously tighter, the cause of which may have been the necessity to complete the tapestry in the space allowed by the number of warps left.

One of the difficulties Morris encountered was his lack of control over the tension. This caused some distortion to the Acanthus and Vine tapestry as it was woven at a varying pitch of seven to ten warp threads to the inch – much coarser than work he was to produce later at Merton Abbey
.  It should also be remembered that this tapestry has been hanging for more than 100 years.   
It should be noted that a large tapestry is woven on the loom at right angles to how it will be hung on a wall.   This means that the finished article has the warp threads running horizontally and explains how it would be possible to start from either side.
There are three letters from William Morris which seem to indicate that he was working on this tapestry after 17 September 1879.   The first is to Georgiana Burne-Jones in Autumn 1879 which says ‘Lord Bless us how nice it will be when I can get back to my little patterns and dyeing and the dear warp and weft at Hammersmith.’
 The second is to William Bell Scott on 13 October1879 which includes ‘also I have taught myself the art of tapestry weaving, the signs of which might amuse you’
 and the third is to May Morris on 18 October 1879 which includes ‘My tapestry is standing idle till I have drawn out some more which I shall accomplish towards the end of next week I hope; meantime I rather feel the loss of it on the days I am at home. The big rug is out of the loom today and looks much better than I expected.’
 
Looking at the tapestry today it is clear that one side is quite different to the other. The design Morris drew is for one half of the tapestry and it was proposed the other side should be a mirror image of this.
 Maybe he had finished one side and needed to translate the mirror image on to the warp in some way before he could continue? Another interesting point to note is that the hours listed in his notebook are headed ‘Cabbage and Vine’ and from his original drawings the piece was called Acanthus and Vine. The assumption has been that he nicknamed it Cabbage and Vine due to the acanthus leaves being somewhat distorted and looking more like cabbage leaves so he would not have headed early entries with ‘Cabbage and Vine.’ It does seem possible that he wrote these entries all at the same time as obviously the same pen was used and the writing very much the same – maybe when he had finished one half?
It has been said that Morris taught himself the art of tapestry weaving with help from a series of manuals published as Dictionnaire raisonné, des arts et des métiers, published between 1751 and 1765
 Arts et Métiers. The loom made for Morris was an haute-lisse or upright loom as opposed to a basse-lisse or horizontal loom. The principal characteristic of a high warp, or upright, loom is that the warps are stretched vertically between the upper and lower rollers. The weaver sits on a bench and operates the heddles above his head by hand (heddle – a loop of thread which encircles some or all of each of the warps, depending on whether it is a high or low warp thread, enabling him to pull it towards him. Also called a ‘lisse’. 
). The cartoon is placed behind him. There would be a mirror placed in front of the tapestry to enable the weaver to see the front of the tapestry and therefore the work he was doing. He would also be able to see in this mirror a reflection of the design. It is also usual to mark the warps with an outline of the design to be copied.
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