














1980s, which distinguishes the Parr House quite significantly from many heritage 

houses. Most of the house and rooms have not been 'restored' to a certain period; 

instead, the project has been to conserve what existed, interestingly along the lines of 

Morris's original idea for SPAB. This conservation is carried out fairly consistently 

across the house, and indeed the house works best where this principle is rigorously 

applied, and where no sanitising of the past takes place. What occurs is a layering of 

one history on, in and around another. One life, that of Elsie Palmer, is nested inside 

another, that of David Parr - although it is not exactly Parr's life as much as his 

decorative interior which Palmer's everyday life has been layered upon. 

The Parr house has none of the calm stability that one can experience in visiting 

large houses previously belonging to the upper middle or ruling class. Instead there 

are exhilarating juxtapositions of scale, resulting from large decorative designs being 

embedded within such small rooms. 

There are also strange juxtapositions of decorations and objects from different 

moments in design and cultural history - but many of these result not from David 

Parr's original decoration but from the continued interventions into the house's visual 

dynamic by Elsie Palmer and presumably her family. 

In presenting Palmer's lived reality embedded and entwined within Parr's vibrant 

decorative appropriation, the visitor is given a feeling of being transported into an 

often cosy but simultaneously unstable world of possibility. Rather than the visitor 

passively receiving a distanced, hermetically sealed and lost past, the Parr House asks 

us to think of ourselves within a constantly evolving past that we both belong to and 

will continue to be part 0£ The house suggests that rather than the past being fixed, 

the past was and continues to be malleable, and that the visitor contributes to this by 

their presence; or to quote Morris's Preface to Robert Steele's Medieval Lore (1893): 

'the past is not dead, but is living in us, and will be alive in the future which we are 

now helping to make'. 

David Mabb 

 

THE JOURNAL OF WILLIAM MORRIS STUDIES I VOL.XXIII, NO.2, 2019 I 73 




