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Fdward Burne-Jones (1833-1898)

tdward Burne-Jones was drawn into the Pre-Raphaelite circle in the latter

half of the r8sos. He and William Morris, his close friend from Exeter
 Coliege, Oxford, were in awe of the charismatic Dante Gabriel Rossett
¢ and from letters and reminiscences we gain a vivid sense of the spell cast by
the attractive Rossetti with his sonorous, rolling speech patterns, intessity
and urgency of manner and visionary projects. Rossetti, whose work had
caught their attention, responded to the young enthusiastic Burne-Jones wha
1;';1c ked him down in Londoen at a meeting of the Working Men’s College.

Later Burne-Jones was to describe himself in the following period as ‘cling-
ing: tight to Gabriel whom T loved, and would have been chopped up for’)
The earnest valuation of friendship, the jokingly hyperbolic statement and
the startling image of a wounded and dispersed self are all characteristic of
Burne-Tones.

Rurnc-Jones started 1o work in pen and ink, and embarked on a paint-
g on the theme of The Blessed Damozel, deriving from Dante Gabriei
Rosseeti’s poen, for the Leeds-based collector Themas Plint. He also began
o design charch windows for the stained-glass company Powell and Son.
Mong with Morris he was in 1857 invited by Rossetti to participate in
1 d(:corarlvc scheme for the Oxford Union debating chamber and estab-
shed sivong bonds with the array of young artists aiming to beautify the
‘:-\'his'cwashed walls with scenes in glowing colour based on stories from a
ok they loved, Malory’s Morte d*Arthur (1485), With the establishment
i \‘“lil‘n Mavs ?JH Faulkner & Co. in 1867, Burne-Jones continued his
“ined-glass work, undertook tile and embrt)ldcry design and painted fur-
"_}5““'(‘- He was also Pi‘()dll(‘;ﬁ”' oraphic work in the 1860s for periodicals and
“rthe Dalgiel Brothers' projected Hlustrated Bible.
| His carcer as a painter was decisively established when he was elected to
']];)\(\)jd Water-Colour Society in 1864 and in the exhibition of that year he

¢ his large composition in the opaque water-based medium gouache,
hll%’hunu the picture with gold; this was The Merciful Knight (1863,
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Birmingham Muscums & Are Gallery), a somewhar controversial Picture
the theme of which was the miraculous animation of a statue of Chrisy a;
a medieval shrine. The gloomy forest setting was offset by a blaze of bril-
liant marigolds below the shrine, and gleams of gold or brass on the darl
armour of the praying knight. The knight is a solemn figure, constraine| and
iemmed in by the structures and accessories round about him. His Monen
of rapturous contact with God scems to be experienced in ascetic Maode,
moduiated by pain or deprivation, and his prayerful stance signalg submis.
sion. Operating 1n a largely Anglican environment Burne-Jones provoke
the crities with this picture that bad an emotional intensity which SeeTned
suspiciously Roman Catholie, linking as it did piety, pain and magic : i
own religious beliefs were somewhat unorthodox, aligned neither with ¢he -
Methodism of his wife’s background nor with the Chorch of Rome, ney
with the high chureh faction of the Church of England. A conviction of the
mmportance of the divine remained with him throughout his life, though.
The terrors and joys of experience that are conveyed in his work and he
fascinating mystery thar colours his scenarios have a spiritual aspect thag i
fundamental to his outlook.

Burne-Jones continued to work in a variety of media, developing his tech-
nique from the mid-1860s in oil paint as well as gouache. In all media hig
execurion was meticulous, his attention o detail painstaking and his con-
trol over the total composition or design carefully judged. The tightness
produced by the well-wrought surfaces and the busy, visually stimulating
effects of detail in the closely studied material obiccts of the environment
might have stultified or over-filled his work were it not for the strong sense
of design that pulls the compositions into balanced decorative ensembles.
Drawing from nature was a central principle of Pre-Raphaclite practice that
shaped Burne-Jones™s are. John Ruskin’s views on beauty in actuality allowed
Burne-Jones to find beauty in the quaint, the crabbed and the encrusted even
more than in the regular, the flawless or the smooth. Typically he worked
very stowly, having a number of projects on the go at any one time, and
revisiting subjects that he had elaborated at an earlier date. Consequently

Collection, Buscot Park), based on the Sleeping Beauty story, spanned several
decades starting with a tile series in 18645 He drew his subjects from litera-
ture, folklore and mythology, attending to the retelling of tales in poetry by
Tennyson and his friend Williasn Morris and presenting scenes that mixed
classical and medieval elements.

The turreted buildings and richly ornamented woodwork and metaiwork
of his scenes, the marble surfaces, the parterned textiles and costumes that
he elaborates, the gnarled trunks, twisting stems and abundant blossom of
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Edward Burne-Jones {183 3-1898)

his piants, the jagged striated rocks of his uncanny fandscapes all contribute
to the intricate realization of a faivy-tale or horror-fiction world. The speci-
feity of setiing and accoutrements is essential for his project which depends
upon the eloquence of circumstance in place of speaking gestures and expli-
cit interaction berween characrers. We gain an insight inrto his artitude to
the objective world when we hear of him sending back the work of an
aspirant painter exclaiming that iv was essential that the ground on which
the figure stands be specified. ‘Is it earth or bricks or stone or carpet?’ he
asked.t Burne-Jones cared above all for story and for the conflicts, heart-
ache and joys of human adventure and love. Howeves, paradoxically, he
adopted a mode in which human action is subdued, sometimes stilled
altogether. Tn his pictures figures stand or sit, their poses limp and ener-
vated, their expressions wistful or vacant and dreamy. Their bodily experi-
ence and their personal beauty are emphasized at the cost of indications of
psychofogical coherence and moral standing, The minimal indications of
will or motivation make the compositions hard to read in narrative terms,
indeed it is difficeit o imagine his figures as the suave or doughty heroes
and passionate heroines of myth, or the complicated, scheming individuals
of lhe realist novel. In a form of displacement the story is invesred in the
seeting, 1 would contend that the unigue quality of Burne-jones’s worlk lies
m this summoning up of a hyperbolically storiated landscape that buoys up
the perplexingly vacant characters.

Stories and objects were in many ways interchangeable in Burne-Jones’s
magination, This is why he described the Bible’s Book of Kings to his son
Philip as “a glorious heap of antiquiry’, visualizing it as a three-dimensional
fecemulation of irems,’ The jumble of disconnecred episodes, the prolifer-
Mon of pt‘:‘qem‘.el and circumstances, the quaintness of incidental detail are
pled up fust as robes, crowns, ritual vusc]s and masonry might be. Equally

k

sance and the more moving and dramatic the events the more beautiful the

diltfhc,apv itself could be imbued with meaning through hisrorical circum-

‘““ishlpc Theretore rranguil landscape free of significant reference poins
“ould not be beautiful to him. The soft landscape of Surrey was anathema
W himg his verdict on it was that it was ‘too soft ... Jike a silly heaven’. He
“'C-m' on o say ‘Now and then | want ro see Hell ina l;mdsc;lpe coatsucha
POMCwas such o battle ... by that tower was such a combat ... in that tower
Sich o gy agedy’.® In the repetition of “such’ the continuum of the scene is
;ifk"” Specific evenss are linked to specific landscape elements. Fffectively

Marerial forms of landscape become the keys ro diverse meaningful
“ons and to the extremes of human experience. In the real world the
Bssing, of g

i e concentrates historic episodes into a single location and in
UrnL_] ) '

ones’s compositions there is an equivalent concentration of meaning,
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a condensation of the gamur of emotions and the chronicles of |
or selfless actions in the objccrs that crowd the visual field
Archirectural and sartorial elements fulfil this function even more iy,
ently than natural forms. The artist draws ateention 1o the forms and 51‘15};
by detailing the structure. The wav in which Burne-Jones specified

loady decy

5

T S the e
tings and the outfits of his figures, usually imagined in some Pre-ind sy
era, mvolved him in virtual fabrication; he envisaged and showed (he lock

. . . " . L. i
mg together of blocks in construction and the fixing together of fabricg

clothing and furmishing. Evervwhere in his work he shows the conion.. .
& & ; Momed

Y

edges of marble, the ridged sertings for jewels, the torsion and welding
metal structures, the jointing of woodwork or interweave of twigs, by g
work we can count the studs, the links and the laces. To achieve this iy
eral presentation of the environment he studied from historical examples,
evidenced by the pages of his sketchbooks, and sometimes WENt 50 far 4
to create models, for instance of armours, in cardboard, brass or g, His
involvement with the praciical projects of Morrs & Co., where decorative
items were actaally made for domestic or church use, can be said to yo-
ern his attitude o the material environment, He was exercising his imaﬁim
ation in a world of fabrication. We can recognize a second stage of picéing
together, bevond the individual costumes, props or models, as the individuat
crafted elements of the environment are conjoined in the tightly manaped
space of the picture, producing an integrated composition which has the
character of an artefact,

We can differentiate the investment in physical objects characteristic of
Burne-Jones’s art from the symbolic investment in items that is found in the
worlk of his fellow Pre-Raphaclite Witliam Holman Hunt. For both artisis
the irreducible physicality, the sheer material presence, of the thing was
accompanied by a sense of the thing’s potential to unlock meaning, The
symbolic porential of the dying goat in Hunt’s The Scapegoat (1856, Lady
Lever Art Gallery, National Museums Liverpool), for instance, standing as
it does for the crucified Christ and his assumption of the sins of mankind,
is very different from the resonant meaningfulness of the material envir
onment in Burne-Jones where the intimations of story, of love or of terror
are never fully explicable. Suggestive mystery 1s produced by the speak-
ing objects of Bume-Jones’s pictured worlds. The complex, puzzle-world
is crypric bue defies decryption. Fe was fond of an Trish legend abour the
poignant story of two separared Jovers who left a record of their tragic
love in inscriptions on two planks of wood. Years lager king ordered the
two planks to be brought rogether from the far extremes of his kingdom
so that he could view them in his hall. 1n the hall the two planks magic-
ally clamped together, the two inseribed surfaces meeting each other in an
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Edward Burne-lones {1853-r898)

embrace never vo be separated.” The objects and structures of Burne-Jones™s
pictures bear their navratives in an analogous way. Sometimes the indica-
gous of story ave available on the surface, though the viewer may not have
access to the whole of the story. At other tmes the crafred object seems to
have enciosed the story in the inaccessible inner recesses of the thing. The
abject that bears a hidden message does not lose its narrative potential;
it retains the possibifity of being a declarative or speaking object but the
story, message or declaration is occluded, In this way Burne-Jones achieves
akind of occult materialism, where mystery rather than purposcfuf didac-
teism is produced.

The Pre-Raphaelite commitment to the faithful transcription of exise-
ent forms derived from Ruskin’s writings is maintained but transformed in
Burne-Jones’s art. There is a fidelity in his art, fidelity ro the material sub-
stantiality of things which he depicts with scrupulous care, The truth-telling
thar he undertakes s not truth-telling about the random appearances of
nature, its pattern and its thwarting, however. His descriptive powers are
concentrated on the social environment, chambers, courtyards, gardens with
their books, Jooms and musical instruments, or eise their hangings, door-
ways and trellises. Where he moves beyond the garden or river meadow 1t 18
t explore the mythic equivalent of the social setting: a nature worked upon
by deities or magicians. The objects depicted by Burne-jones are therefore
abways liable to be worked, to be wronght upon by artisanal or magic skill
and ro fold in upon themselves to bar our aceess to the full story or to spring
apait to reveal the secret soul.

We can rake the example of the oil paintng The Beguiling of Merlin
igure 18), exhibited ar the Grosvenor Gallery in 1877, as a work in which
‘_iiit‘ folding in of nature under the spells of Nimué threatens to capture the
bady of Merlin in the hawthorn bush, We see in that work a book of spells
held open by Nimué that can be spapped shut. Offered as a point of com-
Parison, the semi-recumbent Merlin on the spreading limbs of the hawthomn
ee 15 subject to the same potential enclosure. Indeed the pallor of his face
s already co have taken its place among the tghtly clustered pale blos-
s and the rurn of his neck and shoulders, and especially the twist pro-

il
4

wed by the crossing of his dark-stockinged legs seems ro participate in the
Y iwisting of the hawthorn vunk and branches. Burne-Jones i a levier
;‘;}-’:“H! Vl'his pi.c:m.n'c im:u;ir‘fﬁ.‘s his own fate enchanted by a k»}\-’(—‘r as akin ©
[;r‘(:‘of' Merlin: *1 was heing turned into a hn\*\'rhon.w F}ush in the forest (.)}'

ji-cimndc ~ every vear when the hawthorn buds it is the soul of Merlin
Lrin
erence is vo his love affair with Maria Zambaco who sat for the figure of

g 1o five again in the world and speak - for he left so much unsaid’ (his

Ninnay = 1w .
M) ¥ We can conceive of many of the flowers that bud and bloom or are

227




ARSCOTT

Figure 18 Edward Burne-Jones, The Beguiling of Merlin, 18714, oil on canvas, 186 x 111 e
ol . & 5 y 34 R
@ Lady Lever Art Gallery, Nartonal Museams Liverpool/The Bridgeman Ave Libreary,

gathered and strewn in the compositions of Burne-Jones as corresponding
to an effort ar locution.

One example of flowering elements that are allied to an effort to speak
is the profuse almond blossom of another scene of metamorphosis, the
watercolour Phyllis and Demophodn (v8vo, Birmingham Museams & At
Gallery). In this picture the flowering almond tree splits apart to release the
princess Phyllis who on her suicide, despairing of Demophodn’s love, had
been turned into a tree. We can also point to the burgeoning {lowers and
stems of the rose briar in all the pictures of the Briar Rose series, which
seem to correspond to the mental processes and physiological presende of
the princess sleeping an enchanted sleep within the castle.?

Burue-Jones worked with and against the conventienal language of flow-
ers, choosing to incude a pansy and a book showing heartsease in the oil
portrait of his wife Georgiana Burne-Jones {commenced ¥883, unfinished,
private collection) which drew on the conventional association of heartsease
(and the colvivared pansy) with loving thoughrs and memory, along with dhe
legend of the change of colour brought abour by the wounding of the heart
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Edward Burne-Jones (1833 1898)

by Cupid’s arrow. However Burne-Jones rransformed the language of flow-
s in 2 curious {orm of reverse cypher in his album of watercolours, The
flower Book (1882-98, Pritish Museum), where the poetic implications af
flgwer names were realized by imagining the literal presence of the clement
.,-cfcrrcd vo in the name. This led him to depict Danaé closely enclosed 10
hazen tower for the plant known as Golden Shower (Do, KV in the
Merlin for the

Jpum), and the figures from his painting The Beguiling of
plant known as Witches' Trec {perhaps elder, no. XV in the album), e is

daracteristic of Burne- jones’s imagination that the language of flowers can

be made to work D two Ways. The plant carries with it the code built up
from legend and assaciation, The motif of pansy, lily or rosc gives access (0
that code. But the lexicon of floral names gives access (O another sct of leg-

wds and associations; the sctual Aower becomes the secret €0 e discovered.

furne-lones therefore puts the flower in a double perspective. The cryptic is
not just a matter of concealment and revelation: Meriin concealed, erapped
wsidde 2 hawthorn bush struggling to speak through the opening blossoms,
aud Methin in view, visibly fascinated by Nimug. The flower, or indeed any
dement of the environment, 18 overdetermineds Burne-jones’s 1‘Jicii\.11'e~c1:aﬁt
s one that involves the layering or torquing of multiple clements.
burne-fones was hugely enthusiastic about historic and modern literarure
and his love of the stisring stories in Malory’s Morte A Arthur is well known.
In the episodes recounted by Malory bodily battie and spiritual perih were
conjoined. Fqually important for him were the rousing and sentimental nar-
stives of the modern novelist Charles Kingsley (r81g—7s)e In rerms of
l!i.c material enviromment that be recreates in his painting there are two less
deussed literary sources, one historic and one modern, (0 which 1 wish to
draw attention. | will be arguing that they cach, in different ways, shed light
o the inserutable and yer speaking view of nature that he presents. These
L'E""'Jf}’ sources help us to recognize the Burne-Jones environment that snaps
ST to trap its muitiple secrets and yet seems as i3 conld he cranked open
!:"\“hnse the emotional core. The first of these is 1 boolk that has been iden-
‘iihcd 4 a source of fascination for him from che mid-1860s, the Renalssance
:L;;\;:'P{‘iftv[)izcrf?l'on-mcbif? Poliphili ‘(:—mthm'ship disputed, written in ,1'467, pub-
e in Venice by Aldus Manutius, 149 9). He had a copy, probably gven to
iy Wiltiam Morris and sourced in the shop of Frederick Eilis in Covent
t(':fll}ln‘ : "]'i'hc—- §L::Q*<'>11(! literary 1'-(',’1:31.'631&.'{? p(‘)in.r that can be seen as si{g\gniﬁcm*xt
i S;lﬁc e of engagement with the material environmeni i the fiction of
gar Allan Poe (1809-49)-

Yhrerotomachia Poliphiliis an Hhustrated rext ielling of the dream expes

CMielces of ¢ . .
es of the narrator as he makes his way through strange courtly environ-

CIEnes whey
its where elaborate doorways, enclosures, monuments and ornamental
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structures appear in bewildering succession as he seeks hig love, eveny

. . L ually
embracing her in a secrer garden before the dissipation of the dream. Th
g k < . ig

architectural specificity of the text and the illustrations aliows the re
imagine these constructions and spaces in a particularly marerial wav: th;,
is not hazy evocation, but a careful description of an entgmatic 5@1:]-0 ’
objecrs and spaces. Inscriptions in decipherable and mdecipherable

ader ¢

S of
form g0
cut into the stonework, and transcribed or illustrated. Quoly a fraction of ihe
powers and histories that are indicated are graspable by the narraror, "l'hl-
curious assemblages of items and symbols that constiture the momlm@m;
produce wonder - the speaking environment is produced by a grafring
together of incommensurable items and by the piccing togerher of 'T"m“r'i;il:
into novel architectural or sculprural form. The strange CONJUNCtions aye
not experienced primarily as bizarre or uncanny, though, because it is fully
recognized as an architecture and pageantry of power. '

The degree to which Burne-Jones drew upon the illustrarions of this work
has not been fully recognized. Many of his compositions FCPresent a rewerk.
ing of visual formulae presented in Hypreroromachia Poliphili, Foy instance
his design of Chaucer sleeping (1862, for tiles on the theme of Chancers
Legend of Good Wonien, and reworked in a number of different contexts)
relates to the illustration of Poliphilio dreaming in cha prer 3 of the book; The
Baleful Head (18867, Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart), in The Persens Series relates
to the illustration of the hexagonal fountain in chapter 24 of the book; and
the composition of The Car of Love (Victoria and Albert Museum, Londaon)
relates to the scene of Eros wirh bound nvmphs drawing his chariot in
chapter 27 of the book. These instances could be multiplied since many of
Burne-Jones’s compositions are reminiscent of scenes in Hypmerotomachia
Poliphilt, for instance Danaé and the Brazen Tower (2887-8, Glasgow Art
Gallery and Museum, Kelvingrove) seems to owe something to the jilustra-
tion that starts chaprer 14. Penelope Fitzgerald points cut the reliance on
the book for Burne-Joness work in 1866 on the compositions relaning to the
story of Pygmalion for the projected illustrated version of William Maorris's
Larthly Paradise. 1 would suggest that Burne-jones gained more than ideas
for compositions, though, because the object world of the book spoke so
strongly to his literalizing imagination. It offered him the possibility of a
form of ficrion in which the wonderful could be found withour any loss of
the literal,

As a modern and debased corollary 1 would draw attention ro Burne-
Jones’s half-apologetic interest in the short stories of Poe in which Georglana
his wife reports that he maintained an interest throughout his iife. He shared
his enthusiasm for Poe with other members of the Pre-Ra phaelite circle such
as Dante Gabriel Rossectd. Burne-Jones wrote that they were ‘marvellously
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startling’ in their combination of the grand, the beautiful and the horrific.
He said that there was ‘a delicare refinement in all that hideousness® and
expressed an interest in the way Poe offered an analysis of and identificarion
with another’s thinking.'t In a story such as “The Gold-Bug’, which Burne-
Jones admired, a search for treasure takes place with the aid of a document
and a beetle. The alarming actions of the treasure hunter William Legrand
seem delusional to his friend, and to be driven by magic from the point of
view of his servant. The reader is allowed to shuttle between these possibil-
ities; if the gold is revealed surely there is some very disturbing magic, or if
nene is found surely this is just psychotic behaviour. In fact the actions are
driven by Legrand’s ability to reveal a message in invisible ink on the docu-
ment and to im‘crpret the cryptogram (coded message) as a treasure map,
correfating the features mentioned to the island’s geographical features. The
solution depends not on knowing more but on repeatedly, physically reposi-
tiening the subject o see differently. The ontcome is the discovery of a stash
of gold and jewels and a4 macabre group of skeletons thought 1o be Gapiain
Kidd’s labourers executed to ensure their silence. The rational is therefore
no guagantor of an escape from horror.

Poe described a world in which banal and material parameters are
inescapable, but one in which sudden shifts in perspective could swing the
everyday into the supernatural and vice versa. Mystery is not a realm that
s separated from the everyday. Looking differendy at the evervday rakes us
straight to the magical or the sinister with the plunging emotional effects of
wonder and fear. For Poe the shift in perspective is very often not so much
amatter of insight inte a person as a reorientation in terms of spatial coor-
dinates, This extraordinary firmness wirh respect to space and materials is
something that Burne-fones is able ro rake from these widely divergent liver-
Wy sources. From them be found a way of producing a chivalvic-real where
Frowns, armoun, fedges and fances could be crowded rogether in bewildering
multiplicity, where the evidence of story and circumstance was inescapable
nd yer fully enigmatic.

One of Burne-Jones™s most celebrared picrures instantiates this overde-
rmined, encrypted mode of composition in which information appears
o be hidden by means of a secret system, King Cophetua and the Beggar
Maid (Figure 19) was exhibited ro considerahle acclaim at the Grosvenor
9'&“01‘3* i 188y and in Paris at the Exposition Universelle in 1889, The
Pletire is based on a ballad telling the story of King Cophetua who spies
TBrey-garbed beggar maid from his window and is enamou red, suffering

A8 e ol . . s 1 . . P
CUEMes of love and coutemplating suicide, He proposes marriage to the

ire . . . . \ . .
“mbling and astonished beggar maid. She accepts his proposal. When it
oy

N 1o their wedding she behaves regally; their married life is happy,
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Figure 19 Rdward Burne-Jones, King Cophetua and the Beggar Maid, 1884, oil on canvas,
250 % 136 am, Tate, London. @ Tate, Londan, 2011,

both are dear to the courtiers and in death they are buried together in
a single tomb.”s Burne-Jones’s composition relates loosely to an episode
highlighted by Tennyson in his poem on the theme, “The Beggar Maid’
(1842). When rthe beggar maid comes to the court her beauty strikes all
observers, shining out from her rags like the moon in clouded skies. The
King comes down ‘in robe and crown’ 1o greet her and declares thar he will
make her his queen,

Nothing in either version exactly corresponds to the elevated positiod
of the blankly staring beggar and the subordinate position of the patiently
attentive, armoured King, shield and lance ser aside and jewelled crown
in hands. A viewer who is unfamiliar with the story might think that this
is a depiction of unrequited love, supposing that the King is doomed 1o
petition unsnccessfully and has been driven ro renounce action and wealth
for his love. In the gloomy bronze-clad interior the colour range is lim-
ited to steely greys and brownish copper and bronze tones and maroon.
The pale body of the maid appears as an unearthly and luminous presence,
perhaps in response to Tennyson’s idea of the moon. The maid clutches a
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drooping bunch of avemones and some of the flowers lie isolated on the
lyonze-covered steps. These barely tinted, black-centred flowers are linked
1o her pale face with its dark-rimmed, lustrous eyes. Anemones were associ-
ated with modesty appropriately enough for the shrinking maid, butin clas-
gical mythology they were associated with the tears of Venus; they do not
strike a joyous note in the picture.®

The enigma of the picture is set up by the non-interaction of the two mam
figures, The action is hard to read; fear, bewilderment, indecision, misery,
wonder or steady resolve are equally credible jnterpretations for the figure
of the maid. The King conld be set in faithful adoration or be paralyzed by
despair, The palace to which the King bas brought the maid is suggestive of
the tomib mentioned in the conclusion of the original ballad, The stepped and
haluseraded environment makes a metatlic cage for both figures, cquivalent
o the cage-like structure of the crown which captures the King's fingers and
making of the crown a cage within a cage. Pa rticularly in the foreground the
space is complex and puzzle-like as ground level is not established; moreover
horizontal, burnished surfaces that serve for footholds show barely legible
reflections of the vialent scenes of battle and hunting that are embossed on
the vertical portions of the enclosure. All these fearures make the picture one
in which the material environment loses nothing of its objective existence
and yet scems deeply mysterious,

The picture as a whole offers a cryptogram like the document in “The
Gold-Bug’. There is not one single method of interpretation that is made
wailable but multiple frames that enclose the acrors. The embossed arna-
ment is Assyrian in derivation inmany portions where vultures attack fons
and lions attack winged beasts. The bronze-clad walls may owe something
w0 the Assyrian Barawat Gares with embossed bronze friezes that came nto
the British Muscum in 1878, The imagery picks up motifs from the carved
reliefs (880—612 BC) that came to Britain from the excavations in the 1840s
ad 18505 at Nimrud. Burne-Jones is recorded as having the archacolo-
gist Austen Menry Layard’s account of the excavations, Ninevel and Its
Remains (y848-9), at the age of eighteen in 1851,

Elsewhere the ornament is Byzantine in reference, as in the wextile hanging
‘i‘\‘('r the gallery. Paired peacocks stand as royal insignia on the bronze pil-
s ac the Jevel of the maid’s head and are woven into textiles, for instance
the King’s cloak. On the pillars there are square portions of a script that
wsembles meroitic seript {closely related to Bgyprian hieroglyphs) at the
1(!“\'01 of the maid’s upper arms. In a lerter Burne-jones mentions the “thin,
t}”“”b books published by Samuel Bagsrer & Co., called “Records of the
P T pumbers are out, one more due soon — they are translations of
Seiform and hieroglyph, and make one happy.”*
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The space as a whole has clear references 1o Renaissance altarpieces,
references to Mantegna, Crivelli and Pontormo have been pointed opg e
The merallic environment was understood by some viewers in 1889 ag 4
commentary on the high tech modern-day marerialism of the Exposition
Universelle which was dominated by the machine hall and the Eiffel Towey
The embossed figures on the meral-clad walls might also be taken as veferring
ro the horrific pictures of devils, “pictured horrors of blood’, which evenrually
glow red-hot on the ever-approaching walls of the prison cell in Poes sro;-;.-
“The Pir and the Pendulum’ {r842). Indeed King Cophetua can be thoughy Q.;-‘
as caught between the pit that opens ar his feet and the pendulum of the beg-
gar maid’s choice which swings lethally but withour deliberate agency above
him. The eclectic contexts are crowded together, indeed pinned together wirh
hundreds of meticulously depicted little nails, in a method of CONStruction
which displays many speaking surfaces. Most of the ormament is very hard
to see, though, and what can be seen is deliberatelv obscure. The viewer is fefr
with the possibilicy thar some elements are entirely hidden or fully enclosed
so that the possibilities of decryption are lost for ever,

This one example gives us an fusight into the way that Burne-Jones set up
his fictive worlds and helps 1o explain the curious blend of the lireral and
the mystical that characterizes his work. He traced back a habit of miind
to his schooldays, One master taught map drawing so that Burne-Jones
could place all Tocations within the overview of the earth as if seen from
a great height. This master encouraged the boys to expand from any single
flat or banal sentence picked ar random to cosmic associations by working
on every separate word, In the 38908 Burne-Jones recalled ‘with the fJatest
sentence in the world he would take us ro ocean waters and the marches of
Babylon and bifls of Caucasus and wilds of Tartary and the constellations
and abysses of space’* The thrill of Burne-Joness work is the finding of
story in objects and environments by delving into all the individual elem-
ents. The poignancy of his work is the Toss of locution as the objects close
over the speaking surfaces.
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