4 Lamplighters

When Morris entered Street’s Oxford office in 1856,
the chief clerk was a tall, thin rather serious young
man called Philip Webb. They were to be lifelong
friends, committed alike to thecauses of art and
socialism.

Phillippe Speakman Webb (1831-1915) was the
son of a country doctor. He grew up in an Oxford
almost untouched by the industrial revolution: a vir-
tually medieval city in an idyllic landscape. Looking
back, he wrote, “I was born and bred in Oxford and
had no other teacher in art than the impressive objects
of the old buildings there, the effect of which on my
natural bent have never left me.”! His teacher in the
business of architecture was John Billing, » Reading
architect whom he served from 1849 to 1852 after
which he spent an unhappy period as clerk in Wol-
verhampton.

Street’s invitation to return to Oxford must have
been a godsend to Webb who was never happy unless
surrounded by old buildings. From Street, Webb
imbibed iron self-discipline and a love of the craft of
building. But it was Morris who ignited the fire.
Webb was always withdrawn yet Morris could bring
him out—to the extent of taking part in a battle of
soda syphons when the two, with Faulkner, rowed
down the Seine from Paris to St. Opportune in 1858.
On the back of one of the maps in the Murray guide
used by the three on the Seine trip was a sketch by
Webb for his first large commission, a house for
Morris.

Both had gone to London when Street moved his
practice from Oxford in 1856. Morris drifted away
from architecture and into the arms of the Pre-
Raphaelites in the next two years. Webb remained
with Street until 1858 and, in the early months of the
next year, he designed the Red House at Bexley
Heath for the newly married Morris—it turned out to
be the only house Morris ever built for himself. In it
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both owner and architect began to work out their
theories in practice, to such effect that when, fifty
years later, Lawrence Weaver published Small Coun-
try Houses of Today, which contains a virtual roll call
of Arts and Crafts architects, he felt bound to include
the Red House because “It stands for a new epoch of
new ideals and practices. Though the French strain
which touched so much of the work of the Gothic
revivalists is not absent, and the Gothic flavour itself
is rather marked, every brick in it is a word in the
history of modern architecture.””

The Gothic flavour is to be seen in the very steeply
pitched roof topped by the French leaded lantern and
in the pointed arches over the loggia and the win-
dows. These are virtually the only motifs directly
copied from Gothic. Yet the house is Gothic in spirit,
in direct descent from the domestic work of Street
and Butterfield (who was one of Webb’s few heroes).

Its windows are sized and proportioned and placed
to suit what goes on inside the house and are not
arranged regularly to suit some imposed style. The
red bricks and tiles, which made the house so unusual
to contemporaries, used to stucco, were carefully
chosen to give variation of colour and to avoid any
impression of mechanical perfection. Outside there is
virtually no ornament except for the pointed arches
over the doors and sash windows, an echo of But-
terfield’s parsonages and Street at Boyne Hill. Overt
Gothicism is fading away, for the arches are flush
with the rest of the brickwork as if they are trying to
disappear—as they do in most of Webb’s more
mature work.

In plan, the house was revolutionary. The most
logical layout for an architect wanting to fulfill the
ideal of Ruskinian changefulness is a long thin strip of
rooms in which the functions of each can be clearly
shown on the outside. Webb adopted this chain-like
plan with the addition of a corridor down the side
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o Webb. The Red House, Bexley Heath, Kent (designed 1859)
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Sosse, plans. The prototypical long, thin, room-and-a-corridor Arts and Crafts plan













































