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THe PRe-RaPHaeliTes and THe 
colbeck collecTion

Florence S. Boos  

 norman colbeck was a bookseller from london 
and southern england who was persuaded by the en-
treaties and friendship of William/“dick” fredeman to 
sell his collection to the University of british columbia 
and to relocate there in 1967, where he spent many years 
in cataloging its contents. colbeck had lived during a pe-
riod in which Pre-Raphaelite authors were held in high 
regard as avant-garde Victorian artists and writers, and 
he had purchased a part of his collection from the Vic-
torian bookseller H. buxton forman, who had in turn 
acquired the stock of f. s. ellis, publisher and friend of 
both dante gabriel Rossetti and William morris. dick 
fredeman was first known for his 1965 comprehensive 
bibliography, Pre-Raphaelitism, A Bibliocritical Study. i 
can claim to have been influenced by this, for as a grad-
uate student i purchased its to-me relatively expensive 
self and pored over its new and exciting contents. 

as a scholar fredeman was somewhat atypical—not 
a literary critic per se, nor yet a biographer or historian—
but something in between all these, a man who directed 
a laser-like focus on every minute detail which could be 
known about the lives and manuscripts of d. g. Ros-
setti and the Rossetti family. it might be said that he 

lived in order to be a Rossetti, a time traveler as it were, 
and i don’t doubt that the inner workings of the Ros-
setti family were dearer to him than those of his own. 
moreover he possessed a zest, even a lust, for retrieving 
and expatriating these manuscripts and artifacts—be-
coming the lord elgin of Rossettiana, as it were, as un-
flatteringly memorialized in a. s. byatt’s Possession in 
the figure of mortimer cropper. it was fredeman who 
in the 1960s discovered the Penkill castle scott-boyd 
manuscripts, now also housed in the University of brit-
ish columbia library special collections. These con-
tained W. b. scott’s gossipy letters from london to his 
mistress in scotland which confided details of Rossetti’s 
affair with Jane morris. more highmindedly, perhaps, 
from the same manuscripts fredeman was able to sort 
out Rossetti’s mental state and writing habits during the 
period of his 1869-70 collapse and convalescence at Pen-
kill castle, and thus date the sequence of composition of 
his most important work, the 101 sonnet sequence “The 
House of life.” for those who cared about Rossetti’s po-
etry, this sequence became at once more understandable 
and more poignant. 

The colbeck collection was thus not the first which 
fredeman had procured for his home university; in addi-
tion to the Penkill Papers, he had obtained from dante’s 
brother William michael’s surviving daughters and their 
heirs the vast and miscellaneous contents of the angeli-
dennis collection of items left behind at William mi-
chael Rossetti’s death. William Rossetti (1829-1919) 
was in a sense fredeman’s 19th century doppelgänger, an 
exhaustive recorder, collector, organizer, and preserver, 
in Rossetti’s case, of the letters, diaries, and memorabilia 
of his extended italian family, his immediate english 
family, including dante gabriel and christina and their 
writings, and his 
many associations 
gained through 
life as a member of 
the Pre-Raphaelite 
brotherhood, edi-
tor, art and literary 
critic, friend, and 
friend of friends. 
since the colbeck 
collection’s hold-
ings are especially 
strong in Pre-
Raphaelite, Ros-
setti, and morris-
related books and 
manuscripts, the 

William michael Rossetti, by ford madox brown, 1865

William michael Rossetti,  
photograph, Julia margaret cameron, 1865
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three collections form a perfect complement. examining 
items in one collection in the context of another can il-
luminate the meanings of individual items and uncover 
the many personal associations which surrounded each 
literary or artistic achievement. even a few examples 
can remind us of how ramifyingly interconnected was 
the social world of these Victorian intellectuals. since in 
the days before telephone, e-mail, and other evanescent 
media, they were forced to commit their thoughts to 
paper, we are fortunate to have a written record of these 
relationships in their letters, diaries, and on the printed 
page. 

in what follows i will offer examples of such inter-
connectedness from three categories: items related to 
the Rossettis, William morris, and fin de siècle women 
poets who were personally close to or influenced by the 
Rossettis. 

William michael rosseTTi’s séance diary

William michael Rossetti’s séance diary from 1865-
68 is surely one of the oddest items in these collections, 
buried unobtrusively amid his many dated diaries kept 
from the 1850s onwards.

both brothers attended these nocturnal sessions, 
along with, on occasion, Jane morris and other friends. 
The diary records their different aims, as the more sci-
entifically inclined William carefully details the physi-

cal circumstances of each evocation of spirits (a tilted 
table, etc.) and the accuracy of the supposed revenant’s 
responses, apparently in an attempt to verify or refute 
the medium’s claims to otherworldly powers. by con-
trast gabriel wished the alleged spirit of his former wife 
elizabeth siddal (who had committed suicide in 1862) 
to assure him of her continued love and forgiveness. 

gab. are you my wife? Yes — are you now happy? 
Yes — Happier than on earth? Yes — if i were now 
to join you, shd i be happy? Yes — shd i see you at 
once? no — Quite soon? no. Tilt the table to the 
person you like best: it came to g. 

Those familiar with “The blessed damozel” will 
note the similar motif of a bereaved male lover who im-
ages a reunion with his beloved in heaven. 

in after years the loyal William michael was never 
willing to acknowledge that all this had been a hoax, but 

he did note of spiritualism, that “any great addiction 
to its phenomena tends to weaken rather than fortify 
the mind” (andrew stauffer, “speaking with the dead,” 
Journal of Pre-Raphaelite Studies 24, 2015, 41). 

all on one page: marginal doodles  
of rosseTTi, morris and burne Jones

To his credit William michael was a keen advocate 
of what at the time were seen as immoral or revolution-

William michael Rossetti, séance diary, 1866
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ary works, and it took some courage to write a critical 
treatise on algernon swinburne’s heretical and some-
what scandalous 1866 Poems and Ballads. Published in 
the immediate wake of swinburne’s widely condemned 
poems, William michael’s volume was clearly intended 
to help a beleaguered friend and member of the wider 
Pre-Raphaelite circle. moreover, in this one page open-
ing William michael additionally manages to praise his 
brother, his sister, and William morris—the latter at a 
time after the latter’s first volume, The Defence of Guene-
vere, had been highly criticized by reviewers, and before 
his 1867 The Life and Death of Jason had evoked praise. 

note too the page’s clearly recognizable caricatures 
of morris and Rossetti, along with the tiny caricature of 
a thin and diminished edward burne-Jones, very dimly 
traced on the left margin of the right hand page. The 
colbeck catalogue does not identify the artist, but the 
style is recognizably that of burne-Jones, an early pu-
pil of dante Rossetti with a lifelong fondness for ex-

actly such comic caricatures. and since we can see on 
the inside cover, “With the compliments of the author,” 
presumably William had presented it to edward. This 
single page testifies to the strong ties between five young 
men—algernon, William michael, dante, edward, 
and William—and one sister, all at the time friends who 
shared literary and artistic preferences. 

TWo rosseTTi auTographs and a mysTery:

long before dick fredeman made his way to mrs. 
angeli’s home in italy, William michael had during his 
lifetime carefully dispersed the bulk of his more famous 
siblings’ artworks and literary manuscripts to english 
repositories, where they presumably might reinforce the 
latter’s reputations. Thus there are only a few of dante’s 
poetic manuscripts in the Ubc collections, sonnets 
from the sequence “The House of life” preserved in the 
colbeck manuscript archives denuded of their context. 

William michael Rosetti - swinburne’s Poems and ballads, 1866
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These fair copies of “death-in-love” and “The 
sun’s shame,” nos. 48 and 92 of “The House of life,” 
were by fredeman’s and others’ dating composed in 
1869. The former is a fair copy and was most likely pre-
pared for enclosure in a letter. However he revised “The 
sun’s shame,” as we can see, and later altered it yet fur-
ther for the published work: its somewhat awkward final 
lines: “beholding, i behold the sun confess / at blushing 
morn and blushing eve the stress / of shame that loads 
the intolerable day” are in 1870 transformed into the 
powerful statement: “beholding these things, i behold 
no less / The blushing morn and blushing eve confess  / 
The shame that loads the intolerable day.”  

also in the angeli-dennis collection, listed only 
under the discrete title, “unidentified manuscript,” 1847, 
may be found another poem in the youthful dante Ros-
setti’s hand. one must admit that the literary claims of 
“ego mater Pulchrae delectionis, et Timoris, et aqui-
sitionis, et sancta opes” are extremely modest, but its 
topic is one which had appealed to the young painter  of 
“The girlhood of mary Virgin,” one of dante’s earliest 

efforts. could this be 
a hitherto undiscov-
ered original juvenile 
poem which even 
fredeman had failed 
to notice? How had 
the indexer been cer-
tain that the poem 
should be dated 
1847, if nothing else 
was known? 

The Rossetti ar-
chive lists an 1847 
poem, “mater Pul-
chrae delectionis,” 

the sole autograph of which is housed at duke, and 
which is clearly a cognate effort since several of its lines 
are similar. apparently the less polished and still-un-
published colbeck version, at 146 lines, in contrast to 
the duke manuscript’s 63 lines, was one of several draft 
poems prepared the same year for Rossetti’s informal 
collection “songs of the art catholic.” less finished 
than the duke version, the colbeck’s “ego mater Pul-
chrae delectionis” nonetheless resembles in tone Rosset-
ti’s “ave,” a celebration of mary’s girlhood included in 
Rossetti’s 1870 Poems. This hitherto little-noted youth-
ful poetic draft would thus seem to earn the modest dis-
tinction of being one of very few Rossetti drafts newly 
identified in recent years.  

a chrisTina rosseTTi manuscripT:

as mentioned, the literary manuscripts of the Ros-
settis were presumably sold or carefully distributed dur-
ing his lifetime by William, always jealous for the repu-
tation of his famous siblings. for this christina Ros-
setti autograph we are indebted to a female network; it 
is found in the day book of 
elizabeth bromley brown 
(1819-1846), the first wife 
of dante’s closest friend, the 
artist ford madox brown. 
along with elizabeth’s own 
poems, penned in a delicate 
tiny script now virtually 
unreadable from the fading 
of the ink and thus possi-
bly forever lost, is inserted 
a copy of one of christina’s 
poems written out by eliza-
beth’s daughter lucy ma-
dox brown (who married 
William Rossetti in 1874), 

“The sun’s shame,” no. 92,“death-in-love, “ no. 48

dante gabriel Rossetti, The House of Life

dante gabriel Rossetti,  
“mater Pulcrae delectionis” 

christina Rossetti,  
“Twilight night”  
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followed by an autograph copy of “Twilight night” by 
christina, presumably written out as a gift by the poet.

elizabeth died of tuberculosis in 1846 at the age of 
27 when christina was 17, and the poem would seem 
to be from a later time (it was first published in the Ar-
gosy in 1866). so more likely the orphaned lucy may 
have retained her mother’s day book and poems, and 
her placement of a poem by her present or future sister-
in-law next to the verses of her dead mother was a mark 
of high respect. once again this is a fair copy written 
out as a keepsake, a testimony to the strengthening of 
sentimental ties through poetry and evidence that those 
in her personal circle prized christina’s efforts. 

William morris’s Defence of Guenevere

although The Defence of Guenevere is one of mor-
ris’s literary works most admired by 20th and 21st cen-
tury critics, at the time of its appearance it was severely 
attacked by reviewers for its medieval themes and what 
seemed its abrupt style. 

it is interesting to see that the owner of this first 
edition must have thought differently, for he has in-
scribed his personalized initials with care, both on the 
flyleaf and within. since morris sold few copies of the 
book, who could this devoted owner be? When i saw 
the initials R. W. e.—or g.? or b?— i felt surely this 
must be an error for R. W. d.  Richard Watson dix-
on was indeed morris’s friend, a member of the group 
which issued The Oxford and Cambridge Magazine, a 
brief co-tenant with edward burne-Jones and morris of 
an apartment in Red lion square, and the author of a 
detailed memoir of morris’s oxford days in which he 
praised what were in his view the young morris’s com-
pletely new and original early poems. 

The inscriber of 
these initials must have 
been artistically inclined, 
and dixon, like edward 
burne-Jones and morris, 
had briefly taken painting 
lessons from d. g. Rosset-
ti.  moreover the initialer 
seems religious—note the 
little crosses—but in a 
High church style, cur-
rent at the time. among 
the oxford brotherhood 
dixon was the first to take 
orders, and it was he who 
officiated at the wedding of 
Jane burden and William 
morris. so it all fits—except that third initial—and a 
search through the list of morris’s reviewers and friends 
reveals no R. W. e. could dixon, like charles gabriel 
dante Rossetti, have had a third given name? 

so the identity of the owner is still uncertain. let-
ters from R. W. dixon to Rossetti, however, appear in 
the angeli-dennis collection, written to send Rossetti 
a copy of his newly published 1861 Historical Odes, and 
later, to express his gratification at Rossetti’s praise: 

all that i can say in reply to the commen-
dation which is bestowed in it is, that i 
would rather have that letter than the lau-
dations of all the periodicals in existence….  
i can hardly yet believe that i have received so much 
commendation from the author of The staff & 
script, The burden of nineveh, and stratton Water, 
whom i have always regarded as the greatest master 
of thought & art in the world.

Richard Watson dixon, letter  
to dante gabriel Rossetti

Defence of Guenevere, 1858, title page; design 1860 Richard Watson dixon, letter to dante gabriel Rossetti, ff. 2-3
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after oxford dixon had moved to northern eng-
land and thus seen little of his former associates, and 
he recounts a later visit with morris and burne Jones at 
naworth castle, noting, perhaps regretfully, that all the 
friends had altered in the meantime.   

morris inscribed copies of his manuscripts and books 
to his close friend georgiana burne-Jones, and after her 
death her children donated many of these to the library 
of the fitzwilliam museum. This inscribed copy of 
morris’s prose 
romance The 
Roots of  the 
Mountains is 
thus a rarity, 
and the honey-
suckle design 
fabric cover 
was an experi-
ment used only 
for Roots. morris must 
not have greatly liked the re-
sults, for the fabric cover was never used again, though 
others have found it quite attractive.

William morris and alfred linnell 

morris spent much of the last 12 years of his life, 
from 1884-96, campaigning on behalf of the newly 
emergent socialist movement. a modern commentator, 
nicholas salmon, has claimed that during this period 
he may have been britain’s most active political propa-
gandist, as leader of the socialist league from 1885-89 
and indefatigable lecturer to audiences in london, the 
north country, and scotland (salmon, ed., morris, Po-
litical Writings, xlviii) a constant problem for socialists 
of the period was that of repeated attacks by the police, 
who harassed and arrested their outdoor speakers, fined 
and imprisoned the latter, and on occasion, clubbed and 
killed protesters. morris himself wished the socialist 
league to concentrate on persuasion rather than mass 
protests, but league members also loyally supported 
meetings called by their more assertive sister-organiza-
tion, the socialist democratic federation. as a result, 
on 20 november 1887 morris and his fellow socialists 
of all persuasions were present at the event which would 
be later named “bloody sunday.”

The sdf and the irish national league had called 
a meeting in Trafalgar square to protest a recent harsh 
coercion bill against the irish as well as the govern-
ment’s failure to provide unemployment relief. at the 

event the police, supplemented by members of the army, 
charged on the upwards of 10,000 unarmed protest-
ers, wounding more than 200 and arresting 400. The 
next week the protesters reconvened to assert the right 
of assembly, and in the ensuing charge the police, now 
supplemented by newly hired “special constables,” fa-
tally wounded a bystander, alfred linnell, a young clerk 
who may not himself have been engaged in the protest. 
Thousands gathered for linnell’s funeral, at which 
morris spoke, appealing for solidarity, “let us feel that 
he is our brother.” He also composed a poem to be sung 
on the occasion: 

   Here lies the sign that we shall break our prison; 
amidst the storm he won a prisoner’s rest; 
but in the cloudy dawn the sun arisen 
brings us our day of work to win the best. 
not one, not one, nor thousands must they slay, 
but one and all if they would dusk the day.  (st. 4)

The cover design of this 8 page pamphlet by Walter 
crane is often reproduced, but its contents are less well-
known, perhaps because few historians have been able 
to see its interior. The colbeck collection’s copy makes 
grim reading: the police had not bothered to assist lin-
nell as he lay wounded and in pain, the chief of police 
had forbidden the newspapers to mention the incident, 
and the hospital had denied to his relatives that he had 
been admitted. at his death linnell was hastily buried 
by officials who claimed that his body had received no 
injuries from an attack, whereas a later court-mandated 
autopsy revealed deep bruises. moreover it seems clear 
that—even after the attack—under less hostile treat-
ment linnell would have survived. Unfortunately this 
1887 account of police brutality and attempted coverup 
seems all too familiar.

crime alerT! WhiTe collar forgery!

mr. colbeck was an honest and scrupulous man, 
and his catalogue is the work of a true booklover with 
good literary knowledge and an excellent capacity to 
organize masses of detail. Unfortunately, as mentioned 
earlier, he had purchased some of his collection from 
H. buxton forman on the latter’s retirement. forman 
was also a british bookseller and William morris bib-
liographer, who had served as the accomplice of one of 
the turn-of-the-century’s best known literary forgers, 
Thomas J. Wise, whose deceptions were first exposed 
by John carter and graham Pollard in their 1934 An 
Inquiry into the Nature of Certain Nineteenth Century 
Pamphlets. Perhaps because buxton-forman was a mor-
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ris bibliographer, or because mor ris had just died in 
1896, several of Wise and forman’s dishonest creations 
were fraudulent “editions” ascribed to morris. Here is 
one, identified by colbeck:

such “editions” often offer 
telltale signs that they might not 
be as claimed. The choice of ma-
terials can seem odd, as in this 
case. Would morris have wanted 
or needed special private print-
ings of disparate and random 
items from his writings? and 
why were the sole copies of these 
putative “editions” those sold by 
buxton-forman? Works pub-
lished earlier in morris’s career 

would have circulated long enough so that someone else 
surely would have seen them. Thus it was safer to forge 
copies of something written later which might plausi-
bly have still remained unknown, and morris’s recent 
death made him an especially convenient victim. and 
whereas the Rossetti poets had the ever-vigilant William 
still alive to protect their legacies, morris’s widow Jane 
and daughter may would have been largely innocent of 
the book market. it would take further research to prove 
or disprove the authenticity of some other alleged mor-
ris pamphlets or editions in the colbeck collection, but 
this booklet is not the sole instance in which a small 
edition struck me as suspicious, though it is the only one 
which colbeck recognized as such. 

maThilde blind 

an important feature of the colbeck collection is 
its excellent coverage of women poets, then emerging 
into prominence in the late Victorian and early modern 
period—augusta Webster, amy levy, mary coleridge, 
emily Hickey, Rosamond marriott Watson, Rosa new-
march, Ruth Pitter and many others. one of the most 
substantive of these writers was mathilde blind (1841-
96), a poet of scientific and feminist themes. blind was 
closely associated with the Rossetti circle, especially 
William michael and ford madox brown, and her pub-
lished sonnet sequences reflect the influence of dante 
Rossetti’s “The House of life.” 

blind was born in germany and emigrated to eng-
land at the age of 11 with her mother frederike and 
stepfather, the former german revolutionary karl blind. 
she studied art with ford madox brown, and her let-
ters in the angeli-dennis collection to William—whose 

edition of shelley 
she had reviewed 
and who reviewed 
favorably her epic 
poem on the High-
land clearances, 
The Heather on 
Fire—are warm 
and personal. The 
colbeck collec-
tion contains a copy 
of her 1891 Dra-
mas in Miniature, 
presented “to my 
dear friend Harold 
Rathbone” with an 
as-yet unpublished 
autograph sonnet, 
“in memory of the 
st. gotthard Pass, 
august 1891.” 

ill health in 
her later years had 
prompted blind’s 
journeys to italy 
and switzerland, 
site of st. got-
thard’s Pass. The son-
net sequence of her 1893 volume, Songs and Sonnets, po-
eticizes a period of loneliness and despair at the world’s 
many injustices, suddenly lightened by witnessing an 
image of hope: the bursting forth of light over a cloud-
shrouded mountain. 

so does the face of this scarred mountain height
Relax its stony frown, while slow uprolled
invidious mists are changed to veiling gold.  
Wild peaks still fluctuate between dark and bright,
but when the sun laughs at them, as of old,
They kiss high heaven in all embracing light.

mathilde blind, portrait, Harold  
Rathbone, national Portrait gallery

mathilde blind, photograph, c. 1870
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but who was Harold Rathbone, her “dear friend”? 
an artist and member of the literary and philanthropic 
liverpool Quaker Rathbone family, Harold (1858-
1929) had painted mathilde’s portrait two years earlier 
in 1889, when he would have been 31 years of age. The 
angeli-dennis collection contains his letter to William 
michael written after the poet’s death, requesting that 
William prompt the director of the national gallery to 
include his portrait of blind in their collection, and sug-
gesting that William michael might wish to affirm “the 
literary genius of our friend.” Presumably the ever-help-
ful William did so, for although blind was also painted 
by both ford madox brown and lucy madox brown, 
Rathbone’s portrait of blind in tasteful aesthetic dress 
remains her official image in the gallery.

michael field

michael field was the penname of katherine brad-
ley (1846-1914) and edith cooper (1862-1913), an 
aunt-niece lesbian couple who lived and wrote together, 
issuing more than 30 volumes of poems and poetic dra-
mas from the 1870s until their deaths in 1914 and 1913 
respectively. Their poems on paintings show the influ-

ence of dante Rossetti’s poetic meditations on artworks, 
their love sonnets exhibit a similar Petrarchan structure 
to his, and with characteristic boldness, their sonnet “To 
christina Rossetti” accuses the earlier poet of cowardice 
in her rejection of sensual love. The fields’ unorthodox 
lifestyle may have contributed to the neglect of their 
works until the resurgence of feminism in the 1970s re-
turned them explosively to literary notice. many would 
now argue that, along with oscar Wilde, the fields were 
the most significant poets of the fin de siècle. 

one of their last works, Whym Chow: Flame of 
Love (1914), is distinctive as the sole poetic sequence in 
english which celebrates love for a dog, in this case, the 
fields’ recently deceased chow. The sequence is couched 
in the languages of courtly love and religion, a fusion 
of catholicism and paganism, as the poet appeals to 
Whym, now deified, to lead the lovers into a heavenly 
afterlife. Those familiar with nineteenth century el-
egies will recognize the diction and metaphors of the 
sequence, and dog lovers may find the poets’ shared ca-
nine-worship quite defensible, but few will be surprised 
that this quite unconventional poem arouses mixed re-
sponses. it is however a perennial favorite with my stu-
dents, two of whom have delivered conference presenta-

mathilde blind, Dramas in Miniature, frontispiece, ford madox brown, 1891
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tions on the subject. To one of these, in fact, i am indebted for the suggestion that the soft brown leather cover of the 
volume’s limited edition is intended to suggest Whym’s golden/russet hair. 

The series begins its invocation with an expression of loss and concludes with a prayer that their little friend may 
mediate for them the waters of eternal life:

ask and it shall be given thee—
Then i ask
one little spring may well up in my heart
To everlasting life. it is Thy task 
god of the Waters that impulsive start
in love’s domain, to keep perpetual
Their care of life, their circling font at brim,
nor to let drowth-delighting waves grow dull,
Unbreathed on by the winds from rim to rim.
god of the living Waters, at Thy hand
i ask my little chow’s upwelling love
in liberal current ever. Thy command
Removing cruel thirst now and above.  

 i myself became more reconciled to this sequence when i grasped that it was written, perhaps largely by katherine, 
when she was herself fatally ill, and as she mourned edith’s approaching death and the demise of their lives and 
relationship. and in this day of ecological consciousness, after innumerable romantic poems devoted to human-
human attachments, it seems fair to acknowledge the appropriateness of a poetic sequence on human-animal love.

as i’ve tried to show, the colbeck and its related collections still contain many surprises, some of wider cultural 
import and others merely interesting, and more such will doubtless be uncovered as the collections are further cata-
logued or digitized and researchers with different perspectives peruse their contents. it is gratifying that so much 
Pre-Raphaelite, Victorian, and early twentieth-century british material has traveled 9,000 miles to the western edge 
of north america, with only the Huntington library in southern california housing Pacific Rim collections of 
equal quality.

florence s. boos is the editor of the William morris archive and author/editor of several works on morris.

katherine Harris bradley & edith emma cooper
colophon, eragny Press,  

Whym Chow, Flame of Love, 1914


