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WILLIAM MORRIS. “THE LESSER ARTS OF LIFE” (1877)
DELIVERED BEFORE THE TRADES' GUILD OF LEARNING, DECEMBER 4, 1877 AND COLLECTED IN HOPES AND FEARS
FOR ART (LONDON: 1882)

The Lesser Arts of Life may not seem to some of you worth considering, even for an hour. In these brisk
days of the world, amidst this high civilization of ours, we are too eager and busy, it may be said, to take
note of any form of art that does not either stir our emotions deeply, or strain the attention of the most
intellectual part of our minds. Now for this rejection of the lesser arts there may be something to be said,
supposing it be done in a certain way and with certain ends in view; nevertheless it seems to me that the
lesser arts, when they are rejected, are so treated for no sufficient reason, and to the injury of the
community; therefore I feel no shame in standing before you as a professed pleader and advocate for
them, as indeed I well may, since it is through them that I am the servant of the public, and earn my
living with abundant pleasure.

Then comes the question, What are to be considered the Lesser Arts of Life? ... I want you to agree with
me in thinking that these lesser arts are really a part of the greater ones. . . The Greater Arts of Life, what
are they? ... what I mean by an art is some creation of man which appeals to his emotions and his
intellect by means of his senses. All the greater arts appeal directly to that intricate combination of
intuitive perceptions, feelings, experience, and memory which is called imagination. All artists, who deal
with those arts, have these qualities superabundantly, and have them balanced in such exquisite order
that they can use them for purposes of creation. But we must never forget that all men who are not
naturally deficient, or who have not been spoiled by defective or perverse education, have imagination in
some measure, and also have some of the order which guides it; so that they also are partakers of the
greater arts, and the masters of them have not to speak under their breath to half-a-dozen chosen men,
but rather their due audience is the whole race of man properly and healthily developed. But as you
know, the race of man, even when very moderately civilized, has a great number of wants which have to
be satisfied by the organized labour of the community. From father to son, from generation to generation,
there has grown up a body of almost mysterious skill, which has exercised itself in making the tools for
carrying on the occupation of living; so that a very large part of the audience of the masters of the greater
arts have been engaged like them in making things; only the higher men were making things wholly to
satisfy men's spiritual wants; the lower, things whose first intention was to satisfy their bodily wants. But
though, in theory, all these could be satisfied without any expression of the imagination, any practice of
art, yet history tells us what we might well have guessed would be the case, that the thing could not stop
there. Men whose hands were skilled in fashioning things could not help thinking the while, and soon
found out that their deft fingers could express some part of the tangle of their thoughts, and that this new
pleasure hindered not their daily work, for in the very labour that they lived by lay the material in which
their thought could be embodied; and thus, though they laboured, they laboured somewhat for their
pleasure and uncompelled, and had conquered the curse of toil, and were men.

Here, then, we have two kinds of art: one of them would exist even if men had no needs but such as are
essentially spiritual, and only accidentally material or bodily. The other kind, called into existence by
material needs, is bound no less to recognize the aspirations of the soul and receives the impress of its
striving towards perfection. If the case be as I have represented it, even the lesser arts are well worthy the
attention of reasonable men, and those who despise them must do so either out of ignorance as to what
they really are, or because they themselves are in some way or other enemies of civilization, either
outlaws from it or corrupters of it.

These, I think, are the principles on which the citizen's resistance to Philistine oppression must be
founded: to do with as few things as we can, and as far as we can to see to it that these things are the
work of freemen and not of slaves; these two seem to me to be the main duties to be fulfilled by those
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who wish to live a life at once free and refined, serviceable to others, and pleasant to themselves. Now it
is clear that if we are to fulfil these duties we must take active interest in the arts of life which supply
men's material needs, and know something about them, so that we may be able to distinguish slaves'
work from freemen's, and to decide what we may accept and what we must renounce of the wares that
are offered to us as necessaries and comforts of life. It is to help you to a small fragment of this necessary
knowledge that I am standing before you with this word in my mouth, the Lesser Arts of Life. Of course
it is only on a few of these that I have anything to say to you, but of those that I shall speak I believe I
know something, either at a workman or a very deeply interested onlooker; wherefore I shall ask your
leave to speak quite plainly, and without fear or favour.

You understand that our ground is that not only is it possible to make the matters needful to our daily life
works of art, but that there is something wrong in the civilization that does not do this: if our houses, our
clothes, our household furniture and utensils are not works of art, they are either wretched makeshifts or,
what is worse, degrading shams of better things. Furthermore, if any of these things make any claim to be
considered works of art, they must show obvious traces of the hand of man guided directly by his brain,
without more interposition of machines than is absolutely necessary to the nature of the work done.
Again, whatsoever art there is in any of these articles of daily use must be evolved in a natural and
unforced manner from the material that is dealt with: so that the result will be such as could not be got
from any other material; if we break this law we shall make a triviality, a toy, not a work of art. Lastly,
love of nature in all its forms must be the ruling spirit of such works of art as we are considering; the
brain that guides the hand must be healthy and hopeful, must be keenly alive to the surroundings of our
own days, and must be only so much affected by the art of past times as is natural for one who practises
an art which is alive, growing, and looking toward the future.

Asking you to keep these principles in mind, I will now, with your leave, pass briefly over the Lesser Arts
with which I myself am conversant. Yet, first, I must mention an art which, though it ministers to our
material needs, and therefore, according to what I have said as to the division between purely spiritual
and partly material arts, should be reckoned among the Lesser Arts, has, to judge by its etymology, not
been so reckoned in times past, for it has been called Architecture; nevertheless it does practically come
under the condemnation of those who despise the lesser or more material arts; so please allow me to
reckon it among them. Now, speaking of the whole world and at all times, it would not be quite correct to
say that the other arts could not exist without it; because there both have been and are large and
important races of mankind who, properly speaking, have no architecture, who are not house-dwellers,
but tent-dwellers, and who, nevertheless, are by no means barren of the arts. For all that it is true that
these non-architectural races (let the Chinese stand as a type of them) have no general mastery over the
arts, and seem to play with them rather than try to out their souls into them. Clumsy-handed as the
European or Aryan workman is (of a good period, I mean) as compared with his Turanian fellow, there is
a seriousness and meaning about his work that raises it as a piece of art far above the deftness of China
and Japan; and it is this very seriousness and depth of feeling which, when brought to bear upon the
matters of our daily life, is in fact the soul of architecture, whatever the body may be; so that I shall still
say that among ourselves, the men of modern Europe, the existence of the other arts is bound up with
that of Architecture. Please do not forget that, whatever else I may say to-day, you must suppose me to
assume that we have noble buildings which we have to adorn with our lesser arts: for this art of building
is the true democratic art, the child of the man-inhabited earth, the expression of the life of man thereon. I
claim for our Society no less a position than this, that in calling on you to reverence the examples of noble
building, and to understand and protect the continuity of its history, it is guarding the very springs of all
art, of all cultivation.

Now I would not do this noble art such disrespect as to speak of it in detail as only a part of a subject. I
would not treat it so even in its narrower sense as the art of building; its wider sense I consider to mean
the art of creating a building with all the appliances fit for carrying on a dignified and happy life. The arts
I have to speak of in more detail are a part, and comparatively a small part, of Architecture considered in
that light; but there is so much to be said even about these, when we have once made up our mind that
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they are worth our attention at all, that you must understand that my talk to-night will simply be hints to
draw your attention to the subjects in question.

I shall try, then, to give you some hints on these arts or crafts: pottery and glass-making; weaving, with
its necessary servant dyeing; the craft of printing patterns on cloth and on paper; furniture; and also, with
fear and trembling, I will say a word on the art of dress. Some of these are lesser arts with a vengeance;
only you see I happen to know something about them practically, and so venture to speak of them.

So let us begin with pottery . .. [Morris also comments (at length) on the making of glass vessels,
weaving, the dyer’s craft, printing on cloth, furniture and dress]

I have said that, on the other hand, I am ready to accept the conclusion that these arts are vain and should
not be carried on at all; that we should do nothing that we can help doing beyond what is barely
necessary to keep ourselves alive, that we may contemplate the mystery of life, and be ready to accept the
mystery of death. Yes, that might be agreed to, if the world would; but, you see, it will not: man's life is
too complex, too unmanageable at the hands of any unit of the race for such a conclusion to be come to
except by a very few, better, or it may be worse, than their fellows; and even they will be driven to it by
noting the contrast between their aspirations and the busy and inconsistent lives of other men. I mean, if
most men lived reasonably, and with justice to their fellows, no men would be drawn towards asceticism.
No, the lesser arts of life must be practised, that is clear. It only remains therefore for us to determine
whether they shall but minister to our material needs, receiving no help and no stimulus from the
cravings of our souls, or whether they shall really form part of our lives material and spiritual, and be so
helpful and natural, that even the sternest philosopher may look upon them kindly and feel helped by
them.

Is it possible that civilization can determine to brutalize the crafts of life by cutting them off from the
intellectual part of us? Surely not in the long run; and yet I know that the progress of the race from
barbarism to civilization has hitherto had a tendency to make our lives more and more complex; to make
us more dependent one upon the other, and to destroy individuality, which is the breath of life to art. But
swiftly and without check as this tendency has grown, I know I cannot be alone in doubting if it has been
an unmixed good to us, or in believing that a change will come, perhaps after some great disaster has
chilled us into pausing, and so given us time for reflection: anyhow, in some way or other, I believe the
day is not so far distant when the best of men will set to work trying to simplify life on a new basis; when
the organization of labour will mean something else than the struggle of the strong to use each one to his
best advantage the necessities and miseries of the weak.

Meanwhile I believe that it will speed the coming of that day if we do but look at art open-eyed and with
all sincerity; I want an end of believing that we believe in art-bogies; I want the democracy of the arts
established: I want every one to think for himself about them, and not to take things for granted from
hearsay; every man to do what he thinks right, not in anarchical fashion, but feeling that he is responsible
to his fellows for what he feels, thinks, and has determined. In these lesser arts every one should say: I
have such or such an ornamental matter, not because I am told to like it, but because I like it myself, and I
will have nothing that I don't like, nothing; and I can give you my reasons for rejecting this, and accepting
that, and am ready to abide by them, and to take the consequences of my being right or wrong. Of course
such independence must spring from knowledge, not from ignorance, and you may be sure that this kind
of independence would be far from destroying the respect due to the higher intellects that busy
themselves with the arts. On the contrary, it would make that respect the stronger, since those who had
themselves got to think seriously about the arts would understand the better what difficulties beset the
greatest men in their struggles to express what is in them. Anyhow, if this intelligent, sympathetic, and
serious independence of thought about the arts does not become general among cultivated men (and all



ARC 331/435: Theory Excerpts

men ought to be cultivated), it is a matter of course that the practice of the arts must fall into the hands of
a degraded and despised class, degraded and despised at least as far as its daily work goes - that is to say,
the greater part of its waking hours.

Surely this is a serious danger to our political and social advancement, to our cultivation, to our
civilization in short; surely we can none of us be content to accept the responsibility of creating such a
class of pariahs, or to sit quiet under the burden of its existence, if it exist at present, as indeed it does.
Therefore I ask you to apply the remedy of refusing to be ignorant and nose-led about the arts; I ask you
to learn what you want and to ask for it; in which case you will both get it and will breed intelligent and
worthy citizens for the common weal; defenders of society, friends for yourselves.

Is not this worth doing? It will add to the troubles of life? Maybe; I will not say nay. Yet consider after all
that the life of a man is more troublous than that of a swine, and the life of a freeman than the life of a
slave; and take your choice accordingly. Moreover, if I am right in these matters, your trouble will be
shifted, not increased: we shall take pains indeed concerning things which we care about, hard and bitter
pains, maybe, yet with an end in view; but the confused, aimless, and for ever unrewarded pains which
we now so plentifully take about things we do not care about, we shall sweep all that away, and so shall
win calmer rest and more strenuous, less entangled work.

What other blessings are there in life save these two, fearless rest and hopeful work? Troublous as life is,
it has surely given to each one of us here some times and seasons when, surrounded by simple and
beautiful things, we have really felt at rest; when the earth and all its plenteous growth, and the tokens of
the varied life of men, and the very sky and waste of air above us, have seemed all to conspire together to
make us calm and happy, not slothful but restful. Still oftener belike it has given us those other times,
when at last, after many a struggle with incongruous hindrances, our own chosen work has lain before us
disentangled from all encumbrances and unrealities, and we have felt that nothing could withhold us, not
even ourselves, from doing the work we were born to do, and that we were men and worthy of life. Such
rest, and such work, I earnestly wish for myself and for you, and for all men: to have space and freedom
to gain such rest and such work is the end of politics; to learn how best to gain it is the end of education;
to learn its inmost meaning is the end of religion.



