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in his political journalism, morris was sometimes given to using estrangement devices: at one
point, he imagines what a ‘dispassionate observer from another planet’ might say about the
various ructions at a socialist conference; at another, he imagines himself  having ‘dropped
down from the moon into a london reading-room’, which makes the newspaper reports
about urban poverty and the inadequacy of  philanthropic responses appear all the more
absurd and inhumane.1 The figure of  an imagined extraterrestrial visitor is also ubiquitous in
News from Nowhere, where William Guest’s invocations of  this being constitute an instance of
cognitive estrangement, insofar as they help to consolidate the text’s ‘imaginative framework
alternative to the author’s empirical environment’ (to quote darko suvin’s well-known
formulation).2

over the past few months, the routines of  everyday life have not required the shock of
utopian estrangement in order to become defamiliarised, or to feel strange. instead, an
unprecedented and ongoing global pandemic has upended everything, bringing all kinds of
economic, social and other activities to a mandatory halt because of  the overriding concern
to protect public health, at least insofar as that is possible in the face of  a novel virus with no
known cure. That this has happened on a global scale – or an almost global scale – has also
irrevocably altered the horizon of  the possible. in responding to the emergency with
unprecedented levels of  state intervention, a large number of  national governments (with
some notable and catastrophic exceptions) have demonstrated that emergencies can be met
with decisive and swift action. 

That which was, until recently, perceived as impossible has been shown to be possible, while
the world as we knew it simply stopped turning. slavoj Žižek has put it in the following terms:

as the world-wide epidemic develops, we need to be aware that market mechanisms
will not be enough to prevent chaos and hunger. measures that appear to most of  us
today as “Communist” will have to be considered on a global level: coordination of
production and distribution will have to take place outside the coordinates of  the
market.3

he is more forthright later in the book: ‘[f]ull unconditional solidarity and a globally
coordinated response are needed, a new form of what was once called Communism’, and
he identifies the World health organisation (recently defunded by the megalomaniac in the
White house) as a ‘first vague model of  such […] global coordination’.4 The very logic of  the
virus dictates such coordination: unconditional global solidarity is currently a matter of
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rational self-interest and egoistic calculation; in the search for a vaccine, cooperation
necessarily trumps competition. 

The communism that Žižek envisages here is a kind of  plaintive war communism caught
within the trap of  necessity, and is thus quite unlike the plentiful, utopian version that morris
imagined might flourish in a condition of  substantive freedom. But if  one were to borrow
morris’s conceit about the being from another planet, and combine it with a Wellsian
exercise in speculative time-travelling, one might wonder what an extraterritorial visitor,
arriving to the planet a few hundred years hence, would be able to glean about the current
moment in history. our species is, after all, the first to inhabit this particular planet that has
developed the technological capacity to monitor its own extinction, so the visitor may well
arrive into the midst of  a vast solitude, finding only the ruins and broken arches of  a dead
world. 

if  any credence can be given to the argentine revolutionary J. Posadas’s delightfully
whimsical hypothesis that only a fully communist civilisation could ever be capable of
achieving intergalactic space travel, then the afore-mentioned visitor would not take too long
to connect the visible signs of  epochal social collapse to the unsustainability of  the regime of
extraction capitalism that held sway during what sections of  the perished species, with their
parochially linear conception of  historical time, referred to as the nineteenth to twenty-third
centuries.5 Calling up the relevant datasets at a computer terminal long fallen into disuse, the
visitor would notice that 2020 saw the largest-ever annual diminution in carbon emissions,
and may begin to speculate about whether the latterly extinct species of  homo sapiens had
begun, albeit belatedly, to take remedial, rapid and coordinated action to stave off the worst
effects of  the climate emergency that had eventually engulfed them.6 looking across the
graph, however, the visitor would then notice that the precipitous drop was (as in all
likelihood it will turn out to be) a blip, and so will be obliged to seek other potential causes
for the momentary reduction in carbon emissions, which, had it only been sustained, would
have meant that some kind of  life might have clung on tenaciously to offer a greeting. 

setting aside this speculative projection, it remains to be seen whether the macro-
interventionist logic that has so far governed the global public health emergency will be
mobilised to meet the similarly global climate emergency. That is, in any case, a political
question, and as Žižek warns: ‘[t]here is no return to normal, the new “normal” will have to
be constructed on the ruins of  our old lives, or we will find ourselves in a new barbarism
whose signs are already clearly discernible’.7 of more immediate concern to many is the way
in which the pandemic has exacerbated and exposed the very inequities that the regime of
extraction capitalism relies upon to reproduce itself. most visible, perhaps, is the way in which
Black lives matter activists have forced the pace of  a reckoning with the violent legacies of
slavery and imperialism. as Tony Pinkney writes, 

such moments of  uprising, messy, confused and violent though they always will be, are
also moments of  political self-definition and choice: either you take a stand with the
oppressed, however modest that gesture may be, or, through silence, you allow state
repression to run its ugly course.8

during the 1880s, morris took his stand in defence of  revolutionary socialism, and he
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presciently linked his critique of  imperialism with a commitment to do away with the
metropolitan ‘great centres breeding race hatred and commercial jealousy’.9

By way of  another thought-experiment, this time a counter-factual one, it might also be
observed that had the miniscule socialist league ever attained any kind of  political power, it is
unlikely that many of  the statues commemorating imperialists and slave-holders that are now
being torn down or removed would ever have been commissioned and erected in the first
place – the vogue for such statues being a largely late-Victorian phenomenon. The pages of
the league’s Commonweal journal are replete with scathing condemnation of  many of  these
figures. To take just one example, the scottish socialist James Bain, writing from Cape Town
in July 1890, fiercely castigated the ‘ambition’ and ‘greed’ of  Cecil rhodes, whose title Bains
ironically enumerated as the ‘hon. Cecil, lord of  the (south african) heavens and earth,
Premier of  the Cape Colony, amalgamator of  the diamond mines, Paramount Chief  of
mashono and matabele lands, Commissioner of  Crown lands, and God only knows what
else’.10 in the wake of  the toppling of  the Colston statue in Bristol – an act which has given
fresh impetus to the long-running rhodes must fall campaign that began at the university of
Cape Town – oriel College, oxford has only just belatedly (and hopefully definitively)
agreed to remove its rhodes statue after rowing back on an earlier commitment to do so in
response to howls of  anguish from outraged donors.11

much of  the present debate about public statuary and the legacies of  imperialism is
focused, for good reason, on issues of  diversity and representation, and what new statues
should be put up to fill the recently vacated pedestals. one question that morris’s utopian
reimagining of  Trafalgar square in News from Nowheremight lead us to consider concerns
what it would mean to move beyond an aesthetic of  monumentality altogether. such
presentist redeployments of  morris’s utopian imagination have long been a feature of  morris
studies. in the present issue of  this Journal, John murphy superbly demonstrates this in his
discussion of  the British new left’s engagement with morris and William Blake during the
1950s, ranging across several new left journals, including the New Reasoner and Universities
and Left Review. as murphy persuasively shows, several writers aligned with the new left,
from e.P. Thompson to Kenneth muir, emphasised the way in which morris and Blake both
‘augured what a romantic poetics married to radical politics might conjure – not just a culture
of critique, but the “fullness of  life” itself  – a visionary “city of  art” to which all citizens would
contribute as co-creators and collaborators’ (p. 25). elsewhere in this issue, Peter faulkner
reassesses morris’s time as a student at exeter College, oxford. 

unfortunately, the Covid library closures have prevented david and sheila latham from
completing the next instalment of  their biannual bibliography, which would otherwise have
appeared in this issue. it is to be hoped that it will appear in the subsequent issue, if
circumstances allow. Peter faulkner’s obituary of  fiona macCarthy and Jan marsh’s tribute to
her follow this editorial. i must also inform readers that it is possible that the next issue will
be delayed, or that it may take the form of a double-issue which would appear a year from
now during the summer of  2021. The society is considering these options in order carefully
to guard its finances in view of the ongoing pandemic. 

in happier news, ingrid hanson has kindly agreed to join the editorial board. ingrid’s work
will be known to many readers of  the Journal, not least because of  her excellent monograph
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William Morris and the Uses of  Violence, 1856-1890 (2013). The board will benefit greatly
from her input and expertise in the years ahead.

owen holland
editor
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fiona macCarthy came from an upper-class background, which, as a democrat, she successfully
managed to leave behind. she was educated at Wycombe abbey school and lady margaret
hall, oxford, where she read english. she moved into journalism, and in 1963 became design
correspondent of the Guardian. she met and married the tableware designer david mellor, with
whom she created the round Building in hathersage. The couple had two children, both of
whom have become designers. her first book was The Simple Life: C.R. Ashbee in the Cotswolds
in 1981, followed by a series of other important works: the 1993 Kelmscott lecture Telling the
Tale of  Topsy (1996), the magisterial William Morris: A Life for Our Time (1994), Stanley Spencer
(1997), The Last Curtsey (2006), The Last Pre-Raphaelite: Edward Burne-Jones and the Victorian
Imagination (2011), Anarchy and Beauty: William Morris and His Legacy 1860-1960 (2014) and,
finally, the equally magisterial Walter Gropius: Visionary Founder of  the Bauhaus (2019).

it was a distinguished career, which included serving as president of The William morris society
from 1993 to 1995, when pressure of work caused her to resign. she had been recommended for
the post by her predecessor ray Watkinson, who stated bluntly that it was ‘about time we had a
woman’.1 it was typical of her to write powerfully of morris in 1994: ‘[n]ow more than ever we
need morris’s irascibility and sanity. in so many ways he still impinges on our lives’; and to encourage
members to do all they could to correct the misapprehension that morris was a ‘woolly-minded do-
gooder when in fact he was a man of steel’.2 fiona’s professionalism was complemented by her
friendly and helpful personality. i benefitted from her advice on several occasions, and always enjoyed
conversations with her, which could follow in unexpected directions. it was a privilege to know her. 

Obituary
Fiona MacCarthy (1940-2020)

Peter Faulkner
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fiona macCarthy, 2011 (photo: © Jeremy sutton-hibbert).
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Biographer and design historian fiona macCarthy, president of  The William morris society
from 1993-95, died from myeloma on 29 february 2020, a month after her eightieth
birthday. she once confessed to me that of  all her biographical subjects, morris was the one
she truly loved, always, and for the society her main achievements must be the 1994 A Life
for Our Time and the 2014 national Portrait Gallery (nPG) exhibition on morris’s life and
legacy, Anarchy and Beauty. Thanks to assiduous research, scrupulous scholarship and a
smooth style, her books have deservedly become classics. 

her presidential predecessor ray Watkinson described the landmark biography as a
book ‘on a fitting scale’, in which ‘morris could be dealt with generously in all his range: and
not only a larger factual account, but more inquiry, more speculation, more subtlety’, all
demanding ‘more diligent effort’ to present morris in all his ‘recurrently overlapping fields of
work’ with facts garnered from both standard and ‘unexpected, improbable sources’, obliging
the biographer to ‘miss nothing, but to find out, too, the limits of  significance of  every
fragment seen in the kaleidoscope’.1 fiona herself, in Telling the Tale of  Topsy, her talk at
Kelmscott house, spoke of  the process as ‘whittling away at received opinion, listening,
watching, reassessing, hoping to get closer to the way things really were’.2 attention to detail,
coupled with attentiveness to nuance, are hallmarks of  her writing, and macCarthy on morris
will continue to dominate the field in our time, just as mackail did previously.

fiona’s own life had curious resonances with that of  her hero. like morris she was born
into comfortable privilege, as great-granddaughter of  sir robert macalpine, of  concrete

Fiona MacCarthy: 
A Tribute 

Jan Marsh
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construction fame, although also into war, as daughter of  an army officer killed in action, and
granddaughter of  a french baron. an unsettled childhood involved some time living in the
dorchester hotel, built by macalpine, followed by education at Wycombe abbey school
and lady margaret hall, oxford, with a gap year in the final cohort of  debutantes, an
experience she chronicled in the autobiographical The Last Curtsey, published in 2006. This
revealed an acute self-reflexive critical sense tinged with nostalgia to lure the reader into the
vanquished, if  not quite vanished, era of  Court presentations and sloaney snobbery. 

Briefly married into a ‘county’ family, she escaped into journalism with the glossy
magazine House and Garden, where she progressed into lifestyle features and then, in 1963,
became design correspondent of  the Guardian. interviews with celebrities from alvar aalto
to david hockney nurtured her interest in contemporary arts. and then in another echo of
morris, meeting and marriage with tableware designer david mellor led her to intense
commitment to fine craftsmanship and heritage protection. There followed the renovation of
Broomhall in sheffield as workshop and home, and to the creation in hathersage of  the
round Building, based on a former gasworks (hence the shape), as domestic and business
base. like morris and Co., the mellor firm chose high quality, modest scale and benign
management as its values. a memorable visit there, hosted by fiona and son Corin, marked
the society’s aGm in 2016.

another notable event, too popular to fit into the Coach house, was her talk in 2012 on
Burne-Jones, later published by the society as Edward Burne-Jones and William Morris: A Great
Victorian Friendship (2012). i first got to know her when i had written the first attempt to
present Janey morris, and fiona was amassing facts on Topsy; we shared some source
puzzles together. she was surprisingly diffident about her intellectual status, as if  lacking
academic credentials, and while researching – and even more so while writing – her books,
she inhabited a sort of  hermit-cave, to defeat distractions, and as a result could sometimes
seem rather aloof, although always friendly and helpful to other morrisians. as Peter faulkner
writes, her warm personality, allied to her insight and desire to make morris’s work better
known, were great assets; in addition, she ‘was an admirable cultural critic, combining fine
scholarship with democratic idealism’, and had the literary skill to share both.3 if  ever
tempted, she resisted invitations to become a public figure or celebrity author; demands of
that kind were one reason for stepping down from the presidency.

an outstanding biographer of  cultural figures over the past quarter-century, who also
championed contemporary design and craft, fiona macCarthy’s chief  subjects were all artist-
makers with utopian dreams. her other books connected to morris in various ways. The first
was The Simple Life (1981), an affectionate and clear-sighted account of  C.r. ashbee’s
endeavour to move his team of skilled craft workers from the east end to the Cotswolds, as
morris had previously hoped to do before settling on merton. sculptor, Catholic convert and
commune-leader Eric Gill (1989) proved more challenging, as macCarthy discovered through
reading his diaries. Was it possible to reconcile the ‘basic contradictions between precept and
practice’ of  the creator of  such aesthetically pleasing art and graphic work with the abusive,
patriarchal exploiter?4 listing the sexual activities perpetrated by a devout man, who
habitually wore a girdle of  chastity, through successive adulteries, incest and bestiality, she
calmly noted that though none were especially horrifying, their occurrence in an ordered and
pious household was ‘alarming’.5 so too was the realisation that Gill’s previous biographers
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had suppressed these facts to present a saintly, charismatic artist. The book was attacked
from both sides: Gill’s family and supporters protested against the revelations, whilst others
were angry that the behaviour was not forcefully condemned. macCarthy refused to allow
moral indictment to cancel admiration: Gill remained ‘a great artist-craftsman’.6 so, despite
his short fuse and brusque manner, the non-saintly but admirable designer, employer,
husband, father and political leader morris was a very welcome new hero. 

Prior to Anarchy and Beauty, she curated a Byron exhibition at the nPG to accompany
her biography Byron: Life and Legend (2002); though admired, this proved less popular than A
Life for Our Time – a sign of  the times, perhaps. morris swung back into prominence with
Anarchy and Beauty, where fiona worked actively with the nPG exhibition teams and the
director sandy nairne, himself  an avowed morrisian, choosing at an early stage to expand its
scope from morris and immediate followers to include others working in his spirit of  ‘art for
the people’ through to the festival of  Britain and new towns. This went further, to cover
current makers such as ceramicist edmund de Waal, who became a close friend. Peter
funnell, the in-house curator, writes that fiona regarded morris as first and foremost a
political figure, who embodied progressive social ideas with artistic and personal integrity,
adding that he also felt the exhibition was both personal to fiona’s ideals and ‘very timely in
the middle of  Cameronian austerity and a distinct lack of  national vision and aspiration’.7

following this, and the death of  david mellor, she embarked on what proved her last
doorstop project, the life story of  Walter Gropius, Visionary Founder of  the Bauhaus (2019)
and godfather of  modern design. This rounded up what she saw as the key developments of
the late-industrial era, her own significant participation in its history, and thus her own
professional career.
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‘Marx’s basic attitude […] was much closer to that of  William Morris and William
Blake than one would suspect from reading most Marxist literature’.1 When literary
scholar Kenneth Muir wrote the above for the New Reasoner, a journal of  dissident
English socialism, he assumed the pairing of  William Blake and William Morris would
be obvious to his readers. He further assumed that the pairing would illuminate
aspects of  Karl Marx’s ‘basic attitude’ heretofore unsuspected. This owed to the robust
postwar interest among British scholars and historians – especially those committed
or sympathetic to Marxism – in a popular-national cultural tradition, with Blake and
Morris given pride of  place. Activist historian E.P. Thompson – author of  William
Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary (1955) and Witness Against the Beast: William Blake and the
Moral Law (1993) – summarised this view when asked to name his influences: ‘Vico,
Marx, Blake and Morris; the latter two showing how English I am’.2

Yet the pairing of  Blake and Morris was not obvious or inevitable – few
commentators prior to the 1950s drew parallels between them; rather, it depended
on the contingencies of  postwar British Marxism, particularly the availability of
Marx’s early writings in translation. To the generation of  New Leftists forged in the
crucible of  1956, Blake and Morris came to represent a strain of  revolutionary

Art against Alienation: William Blake, 
William Morris and the British New Left

John P. Murphy
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romanticism that could open a path forward out of  the impasse between the capitalist
west and the discredited Soviet east. 
Internecine conflicts in the Communist Party of  Great Britain (CPGB) reached

a crisis in February 1956 with Nikita Khrushchev’s secret speech at the Soviet
Twentieth Congress exposing Joseph Stalin’s cult of  personality, campaigns of  political
repression and the purges of  the 1930s. The violent suppression in October 1956 of
the Hungarian uprising by Soviet troops caused further outcry among English
communists, exacerbated by the CPGB’s stifling of  debate and refusal to denounce
the Soviet action.3 Historians E.P. Thompson, Dorothy Thompson and John Saville
launched the New Reasoner during the summer of  1957 as a platform for dissenting
English socialists; its editors and contributors largely consisted of  ex-members of  the
CPGB, including writer Doris Lessing, economist Ronald Meek and political scientist
Ralph Miliband.4 The New Reasoner became the main organ, along with Universities
and Left Review, of  the emerging British ‘New Left’, a loose and heterogeneous
affiliation of  historians, writers and intellectuals determined to reaffirm the humanist,
anti-statist Marxist tradition.5

Over the course of  ten issues published between 1957 and 1959 the New Reasoner’s
contributors turned to Blake and Morris for inspiration as they waged a ‘Mental Fight’
against both western capitalism and eastern totalitarianism. Thompson opened his
New Reasoner essay, ‘The New Left’, with a pointed epigraph from Blake: ‘I am really
sorry to see my countrymen trouble themselves about politics. Houses of  Commons
and Houses of  Lords appear to me to be Fools; they seem to be something Else besides
Human Life.’6 Thompson connected Blake’s time to his own: ‘[w]e share his dilemma
today’, he wrote, when the threat of  nuclear holocaust rendered moot the ‘specious
rhetoric’ of  traditional party politics.7 He dubbed the 1950s the decade of  the ‘Great
Apathy’, culturally expressed in the au courant writings of  the Beat poets and ‘Angry
Young Man’ John Osborne. To shake off  this apathy, Thompson concluded, the New
Left required a renewed, post-1956 socialist theory that not only opposed paternalism,
authoritarianism and mechanical determinism, but which advanced a positive vision
of  human agency, creativity and moral imagination. 
This process of  renewal demanded fresh modes of  cultural and political

engagement. Having recently published his first major work, William Morris: Romantic
to Revolutionary, in 1955, Thompson had a model to hand for what such an engagement
might look like. As he later reflected: ‘[w]hen, in 1956, my disagreement with
Orthodox Marxism became fully articulate, I fell back on modes of  perception which
I’d learned in those years of  close company with Morris, and I found, perhaps, the
will to go on arguing from the pressure of  Morris behind me’.8 The ‘pressure’
Thompson described was specifically a moral pressure, generated by a sense of
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revulsion from what Morris called capitalism’s ‘innate moral baseness’.9 Thompson
considered Morris’s uncompromising moral critique of  capitalism’s acquisitive ethic
a ‘necessary complement’ to Karl Marx’s economic analysis.10 In his ‘New Left’ essay,
he expressed hope that the rediscovery of  Morris’s ‘vision of  a Society of  Equals’ –
as imagined in the utopian romance News from Nowhere, for example – would offer
heterodox Marxists a template for a ‘voluntary, organic community of  individuals’ in
contrast to capitalism’s atomised individual, and to the Soviet Union’s ‘false community
of  the authoritative collective’.11

Blake proved likewise necessary, in the estimation of  New Leftists, to a renewal
of  socialism by providing humanist ballast to Marx’s economic theories. On the 1957
bicentennial of  Blake’s birth, the New Reasoner dedicated a twelve-page supplementary
section to the poet (Figure 1). In the introduction, poet Randall Swingler called Blake
‘one of  the most extraordinary human beings who ever existed’, and observed that
his life spanned a period of  time, ‘like our own, when the whole pattern of  human
living passes through a crisis of  catastrophic change: when new Energies break
through old Ratios’.12 The editorial accompanying the Blake bicentenary issue made
‘no apology, in such a time, for giving up so large a part of  [the journal’s] space to
the vision of  William Blake and the thought of  Karl Marx’.13 The vision of  Blake
combined with the theory of  Marx, the editors concluded, ‘are the only forces which
can keep the bombers grounded and which can make the fruits of  men’s ingenuity
into sources of  human enrichment’.14

Thompson called this politics of  human enrichment ‘socialist humanism’.15 The
New Reasoner came with the subtitle A Quarterly Journal of  Socialist Humanism, and Blake
and Morris became the standard-bearers for this concept. In the journal’s first issue
Thompson published ‘Socialist Humanism: An Epistle to the Philistines’, a thirty-
eight-page manifesto in which he claimed that poets like Blake ‘were the tongues
which – within the limitations of  their time – spoke for humanity’ and who showed ‘a
constantly developing human potential, which the false consciousness and distorted
relations of  class society deny full realisation’.16 In the same essay he insisted that ‘the
insights of  William Morris, his discoveries about man’s potential moral nature, were
not icing on the Marxist gingerbread, but were complementary to the discoveries of
Marx’.17 The example of  Blake and Morris, Thompson argued, could help reclaim
the human and moral potential of  Marxism distorted and disfigured by Stalinism.18

Alienation
During the mid-twentieth century the stakes of  recovering a Blake- and Morris-
inspired socialist humanism could not have been higher. As early as 1951, in a speech
delivered before the National Cultural Committee of  the CPGB on ‘William Morris



14 | Vol. XXiii, no. 4, 2020 | The Journal of William morris sTudies

arT aGainsT alienaTion

Figure 1: New Reasoner, 3 (Winter 1957-58), Blake Bicentenary issue (photo: John murphy).
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and the Moral Issues of  Today’, Thompson announced, apropos the Cold War:
‘[n]ever has there been a time in the history of  the world when the real moral issues
before man have been clearer […]. We are offered Life or Death. On the one hand,
the spreading stain of  corruption and defeat in culture and human endeavour, on the
other the liberation of  the creative energies of  whole peoples.’19 Thompson turned
to Morris not only as a prophet of  ‘napalm-democracy’ who supplied a forceful
critique of  profit-driven imperialism, but more importantly as a visionary utopian
willing to imagine life beyond capitalism. Thompson reminded his audience, CPGB
members or sympathisers committed to cultural work, that ‘if  we wish to save people
from the spreading taint of  death, then we must win them for life’.20 This meant
carrying the message to the people that socialism represented more than economic
change: it would entail ‘the liberation of  the creative energies of  whole peoples’, a
richer, healthier, more fulfilling life based on the ‘living British tradition’. 
For the New Left, Blake and Morris were avatars of  this ‘living British tradition’

and models of  emancipated creative energy. While Thompson’s Morris biography
of  1955 established Morris as a major intellectual in the Marxist tradition, the
groundwork had been laid during the cultural upsurge movement of  the 1930s with
the publication of  works such as Robin Page Arnot’s William Morris: A Vindication
(1934), which recuperated Morris for the cause of  revolutionary working-class
socialism.21 Blake experienced a similar recrudescence. Randall Swingler, writing in
Left Review in 1937, suggested Blake as a ‘good starting point for redeeming our
revolutionary culture’.22 Important studies in the ensuing decades, such as Jacob
Bronowski’s A Man Without A Mask (1944), Mark Schorer’s William Blake: The Politics
of  Vision (1946) and David Erdman’s Blake: Prophet Against Empire (1954), recast Blake
from his role as esoteric mystic to that of  engaged social critic and political firebrand. 
In 1951, the same year Thompson delivered ‘William Morris and the Moral Issues

of  Today’, Canadian literary scholar Northrop Frye – author of  the seminal Blake
study, Fearful Symmetry (1947) – offered one of  the first sustained comparisons of  Blake
and Morris in his essay on ‘Poetry and Design in William Blake’. Their viewpoints
coalesced around the ‘social function of  art’, Frye argued, which should be ‘directed
toward the goal of  a free and equal working society’.23 Their art and writing expressed
the idea ‘that real work and creative activity were the same thing’ and that ‘the
essential revolutionary act was the revolt of  the creative artist who is also a
manufacturer’.24 New Leftists would reframe this essential insight in terms drawn
from Marx’s early writings to demonstrate how the creative work of  Blake and Morris
furnished examples of  human energy liberated from capitalism’s destructive and
acquisitive logic. 
When Kenneth Muir argued in the New Reasoner that Marx’s sensibility was closer
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to Blake and Morris ‘than one would suspect from reading most Marxist literature’,
this owed to the fact that in 1957 ‘most Marxist literature’ in English made little or
no reference to Marx’s early, untranslated writings.25 (H.P. Adams’s Karl Marx in his
Earlier Writings, published in 1940, was one of  the few studies in English of  the
untranslated manuscripts).26 Muir called particular attention to Marx’s Political Economy
and Philosophy (more commonly cited as the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of  1844),
which to that point had only been published in German in 1932 as part of  the Marx-
Engels Gesamtausgabe (MEGA). Recourse to these texts, in Muir’s estimation, would
reveal how Marx’s conception of  ‘the nature of  man’ found its deepest resonance in
the romantic visions of  Blake and Morris, namely the hope ‘that a society in which
men could be fully human would eventually emerge’.27

The idea that Marx’s early writings revealed a ‘nature of  man’ closer to Blake
and Morris than previously suspected relied on concepts such as alienation and species
character (or species being) formulated in the 1844 manuscripts. ‘The whole character
of  a species’, Marx wrote, ‘is contained in the character of  its life-activity; and free,
conscious activity is man’s species character’.28 Capitalism converted humanity’s ‘free,
conscious activity’ into a specific kind of  commodity, wage labour, which is uniquely
able to generate more value, expropriated by the capitalist as surplus value. Marx used
the word ‘alienation’, a concept amended from Feuerbach and Hegel, to describe the
relation of  workers to the products of  their labour under capitalism. Employed by a
capitalist to produce a commodity, the worker ‘confronts [the product of  his or her
labour] as something alien, as a power independent of  the producer’.29 Under these
conditions the product of  the worker’s labour no longer belongs to his ‘essential being’,
and ‘he therefore does not affirm himself  but denies himself, does not feel content
but unhappy, does not develop freely his physical and mental energy but mortifies his
body and ruins his mind’.30 Estranged from the human capacity for self-realisation
through productive labour, workers subsequently experience a fourfold alienation:
from nature, from themselves, from their work and from each other. 
Stuart Hall credited philosopher Charles Taylor – New Reasoner contributor and

editor of  Universities and Left Review – with first making the Economic and Philosophic
Manuscripts available to New Leftists in 1958 through his translation from the French.31

In an article on ‘Alienation and Community’ for Universities and Left Review, published
in autumn 1958, Taylor parsed the distinction in capitalist society between active
production (work) and passive consumption (leisure).32 Where production is organised
to profit capitalists, the worker is denied autonomy, pleasure and self-expression
through work; ‘pleasure’ must be purchased as a commodity on the market and
consumed outside of  working hours. The editors of  Universities and Left Review
expanded on Taylor’s insights for a pamphlet on ‘The Democratisation of  Power’,
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asserting that Marx’s fundamental critique of  capitalism was that ‘every facet of
capitalist civilisation combined to impair the wholeness of  man’s personality […].
This has meant that work has been considered a function which has little or no
relation to the personal life and self-expression of  the worker.’33

Another New Left conduit for Marx’s early writings was Australian-born Jack
Lindsay – editor of  socialist cultural journals Left Review (1934-38) and Arena (1949-
51) – who first encountered the 1844 manuscripts in German in the early-to-mid
1940s; and ‘from that moment’, he recalled, ‘those early works continued to play an
ever-greater part in my broodings: especially the pages dealing with Estrangement
and Alienation’.34 Lindsay contributed a New Reasoner essay on ‘Socialist Humanism’
in the winter 1957-58 issue in which he argued for the urgent application of  Marx’s
concept of  alienation to the historical distortions in the USSR of  Marxism itself.35 In
relying on Taylorist methods of  scientific management in order to accelerate
production and compete economically and militarily with the United States, the
Soviet Union had failed to heed Marx’s insights on labour and alienation. Lindsay
offered a contrasting vision of  a communist society which ‘overcomes alienation by
its concentration on the whole man, by its creative development of  Marxism as the
unitary method of  thought and action’.36 He summarised this new society as the one
imagined by Morris in News from Nowhere, a society in which labour furnished a source
of  free expression rather than exploitation.37

Revolutionary Romanticism 
The discovery of  Marx’s early writings proved crucial to the New Left’s embrace of
Morris and Blake as socialist humanists avant la lettre.38 As Thompson remarked in an
interview: ‘in the early Marx’, the injury of  advanced industrial capitalism and market
society done to humanity ‘is in defining man as “economic” at all […]. This kind of
critique of  industrial capitalism is found in Blake and Wordsworth very explicitly and
is still present in Morris.’39 In this view the romantic tradition stretching from Blake
to Morris resisted the reduction of  human relations to a system of  competitive self-
interest and Carlyle’s callous ‘cash nexus’.40 Thompson contributed a pseudonymous
article to the New Reasoner’s Blake supplement on the poem ‘London’ (Figure 2), which
vividly conjured the city’s ‘charter’d’ streets and the woeful faces of  chimney sweepers,
soldiers and diseased harlots. For Thompson ‘London’ amounted to a record of
‘buying and selling – not only of  goods, but of  human values, affections and
vitalities’.41 The poem is ultimately an indictment, Thompson concluded, of  ‘the
acquisitive ethic that divides man from man, leads him into mental and moral
captivity, destroys the sources of  joy, and brings, as its reward, death’.42

While Blake had struck at the heart of  the ‘acquisitive ethic’, for most romantics
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Figure 2:William Blake, ‘london’, Songs of  Innocence and Experience (1794), Plate 39. Colour-printed relief  etching with
watercolour on moderately thick, slightly textured, cream wove paper (Yale Center for British art, Paul mellon
Collection, B1978.43.1570). 
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the recoil from capitalism remained personal, subjective and politically ineffectual.
In a substantive essay on William Wordsworth published in the New Reasoner, historian
V.G. Kiernan concluded that for all of  his poetic genius Wordsworth ended in
solipsistic defeatism, believing ‘that an individual could sustain himself  in isolation
indefinitely by his own moral strength’.43 Thompson’s 1969 essay, ‘Disenchantment
or Default? A Lay Sermon’, similarly chided the ‘apostasy’ of  Coleridge and
Wordsworth – in view of  their reabsorption into ‘traditional culture’ after early
commitments to revolutionary Jacobinism – as a ‘moral failure, and an imaginative
failure’.44 Even radical poets like Percy Shelley, who had himself  mourned
Wordsworth’s desertion of  the revolutionary cause, merited only cursory mention in
the New Reasoner, and none besides Wordsworth received sustained critical attention
or were cited as direct influences in the journal’s pages.45

Blake and Morris, in their ability to graft their lived experience as artisans onto
their romantic critique of  industrial capitalism, were not representative romantics to
the New Left but rather exceptional romantics who returned poetry to its root in the
Greek poesis, ‘to make’.46 In the conclusion to his classic study, The Making of  the English
Working Class (1963), Thompson lamented the historical lack of  conjunction between
romantic poets and radical craftsmen, with each group offering parallel resistance
movements to the ‘annunciation of  Acquisitive Man’, but which never converged to
form a united front.47 Blake, an artisan as well as poet, proved unique in his ability ‘to
interpret the two traditions to each other’, while Morris, in spite of  his bourgeois class
position, came closest to Blake later in the nineteenth century in his ability to occupy
the artisanal as well as aesthetic vantage point through his work for Morris and Co.
and the Kelmscott Press.48 

In their practice as artists, artisans and poets who made as well as wrote their
books, Blake and Morris subverted the logic of  industrial mass manufacture while
offering glimpses of  what might be possible if  labour could be a source of
nourishment and self-expression rather than misery and alienation. The books they
produced, in their medievalising mingling of  text, image and ornament, summon the
pre-capitalist past as the key to the utopian future (‘The Nature of  my Work’, Blake
wrote, ‘is an Endeavour to Restore what the Ancients called the Golden Age’).49 The
design by Edward Burne-Jones for the frontispiece to Morris’s novel A Dream of  John
Ball (Figure 3), published by the Kelmscott Press in 1892, depicts Adam and Eve
labouring together to wrest their living from nature. The image and caption – ‘When
Adam delved and Eve span/ Who was then the gentleman’ – reimagines the biblical
injunction to burdensome toil as a proto-communist scene of  mutual aid and
unalienated labour prior to the advent of  class divisions.50

Their antagonistic stance towards industrial society, coupled with a positive vision
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Figure 3: edward Burne-Jones, design, frontispiece to A Dream of  John Ball and A King’s Lesson, by William morris
(hammersmith: Kelmscott Press, 1892) (Yale Center for British art, Paul mellon Collection). 
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of  creative labour, made Blake and Morris prophets of  alienation during a period
when, as Thompson maintained in The Making of  the English Working Class: ‘[i]t is
neither poverty nor disease but work itself  which casts the blackest shadow over the
years of  the Industrial Revolution’.51 He quoted a passage from Blake’s Jerusalem in
which ‘all the arts of  life’ had been ‘changed into the arts of  death in Albion’ by the
sons of  Urizen, the ‘Great Work master’:

The hour glass contemnd, because its simple workmanship 
Was as the workmanship of  the plowman & the water wheel
That raises water into Cisterns broken & burnd in fire 
Because its workmanship was like the workmanship of  the Shepherd 
And in their stead intricate wheels invented Wheel without wheel 
To perplex youth in their outgoings & to bind to labours
Of  day & night the myriads of  Eternity that they might file
And polish brass & iron hour after hour laborious workmanship
Kept ignorant of  the use that they might spend the days of  wisdom
In sorrowful drudgery to obtain a scanty pittance of  bread52 

The passage conjures early industrial England’s steam-powered factories, with their
regimes of  disciplined labour driven by owners and overseers and dominated by clock
time.53 The ‘sorrowful drudgery’ of  the mill and its machinery of  ‘intricate wheels
invented’ would serve for Blake as enduring symbols of  slavery, monotony and
captivity.54 His art and poetry enact a struggle – ‘Striving with Systems to deliver
Individuals from those Systems’ – to unchain human energy from the ‘mind-forg’d
manacles’ of  mechanistic thought and alienated labour.55 Los, one of  Blake’s mythical
protagonists, appears as the exemplary craftsman, a symbol of  humanity’s creative
imagination and capacity for self-invention. In the final plate of  Jerusalem (Figure 4)
Los forges a ‘City of  Art’, Golgonooza, a contrast to Babylon, industrial society
‘builded in the Waste, founded in Human desolation’.56

Leaders of  the Arts and Crafts movement later in the nineteenth century framed
their ambitions in Blakean terms; C.R. Ashbee, for example, wrote that the goal of
his Guild and School of  Handicrafts, organised in London in 1888 as a craft
cooperative, was to ‘establish even a portion of  that sacred City of  Art, which Los,
the God of  Time, in Blake’s Jerusalem, sought to build’ (Figure 5).57 In enlisting Blake
as a presiding spirit of  the Guild experiment, Ashbee underscored the theme of
collective, creative labour – building Gologonooza – that formed the wellspring of
Arts and Crafts socialism.58 Morris, who reprinted several of  Blake’s poems in the
Commonweal, the journal of  the Socialist League, continually stressed ‘joy in labour’
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as the goal of  a communist society.59 The source of  Morris’s antagonism to Edward
Bellamy’s popular utopian romance Looking Backward (1888) was its vision of  a socialist
society organised to limit the amount of  work required of  its members. In his review
of  the book Morris expressed his conviction that ‘the ideal of  future’, as he put it,
‘does not point to the lessening of  men’s energy by the reduction of  labour to a
minimum, but rather to the reduction of  pain in labour to a minimum, so small that it
will cease to be a pain […] the true incentive to useful and happy labour is and must
be pleasure in the work itself ’.60

Morris’s critique of  capitalist divisions of  labour, articulated in lectures such as
‘Useful Work versus Useless Toil’, ‘A Factory as it might be’ and ‘The Revival of
Handicraft’, inspired E.P. Thompson to describe Morris as ‘our greatest diagnostician
of  alienation’.61 Morris, of  course, could not have read Marx’s unpublished 1844
manuscripts, and never used the word alienation in his lectures or writings, but
Thompson argued that he had arrived independently at similar conclusions to those
of  the early Marx based on the combined influences of  romanticism, Ruskin and
Carlyle, Marx’s Capital, and his own experience as a poet, craftsperson, designer and
publisher. Morris defined art as ‘the expression of  man’s joy in labour’, and in his
utopian romance News from Nowhere, first serialised in Commonweal in 1890 and

Figure 4:William Blake, Jerusalem (1804-1820), Plate 100. relief  etching printed in orange with pen and black ink,
watercolour, and gold on moderately thick, smooth, cream wove paper (Yale Center for British art, Paul mellon
Collection, B1992.8.1 (100)). 
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published by the Kelmscott Press in 1892 (Figure 6), art is simply ‘work-pleasure’.62

In Nowhere there is no private property or commodity production; distinctions
between mental and manual labour have dissolved; individuals work at varying tasks
in a spirit of  social fellowship. The transformation of  society depended on the
transformation of  labour; work could only be ‘artistic’ – in the sense of  creative and
fulfilling – under conditions liberated from the compulsion to produce commodities
for a wage. 

The Utopian Leap
In 1960 the New Reasonermerged with Universities and Left Review to form the New Left
Review, which charted a new course under the editorship of  Perry Anderson. The
influence of  Morris persisted: ‘[w]e had all read and been inspired by the “Making
Socialists” chapter of  Thompson’s William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary’, Stuart
Hall recalled, noting that quotes from Morris bookended NLR’s first editorial.63 Yet
Anderson was less sanguine towards Morris and romanticism than Thompson, and
further conflicts between the two – over issues such as the history of  British capitalism,
Marxist theory and socialist strategy going forward – culminated with Thompson’s
resignation in 1962 from the NLR’s editorial board, setting in motion a ‘second’ New
Left more concerned with structural analysis than humanist politics.64 The structural
turn betrayed the influence of  French theorist Louis Althusser, whose For Marx (1965)
dismissed the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of  1844 as romantic, Hegelian
holdovers abandoned by the more rigorous mature Marx. Structural Marxists styled
themselves in opposition to socialist humanism, purporting to show that Marx
jettisoned the ontological overtones of  his earlier humanism in favour of  Das Kapital’s
hard-headed historical materialism. 
Veterans of  the ‘first’ New Left, however, continued to interpret Blake and Morris

through the lens of  Marx’s early writings. In Jack Lindsay’s critical biography of
Morris, published in 1975, he argued that News from Nowhere imaginatively realised
Morris’s dream of  ‘how people would feel and behave […] if  the all-round approach
of  the whole man was substituted for the maimed and limited attitudes of  alienated
or self-divided man’.65 Lindsay’s critical biography of  Blake appeared in 1979, in
which he claimed that Blake’s ‘ultimate kinship’ was with Marx of  the 1844
manuscripts, evident in his belief  ‘that men must and could and would transcend all
the existing contradictions of  their divided society and selves’.66 In both biographies
Lindsay treated the creative works of  Blake and Morris as efforts to imaginatively
reconstitute humanity alienated and fragmented by capitalism. Lindsay called the
‘creative image’ the only ‘unalienated object in our society’; the creative images of
Blake and Morris offered a kind of  prelude or overture to the possibilities of
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productive labour beyond alienation.67

Thompson collected his essays in opposition to Althusser and the ‘second’ New
Left in The Poverty of  Theory (1978), which reasserted the centrality of  Blake and Morris
to a Marxist tradition animated by moral urgency and human agency (areas in which,
Thompson claimed, Morris ‘was immensely more perceptive than Engels or Marx’)
in contrast to the ‘economism’ and ‘philistinism’ of  structural Marxism.68 In his 1976
New Left Review article, ‘Romanticism, Utopianism and Moralism: The Case of
William Morris’, which was reprinted as the postscript to the 1977 revised edition of
the Morris biography, Thompson reiterated his claim that Morris ‘may be seen as
our greatest diagnostician of  alienation’, the basis for his status as a ‘major intellectual
figure’ as well as for his contemporary relevance.69 Thompson pressed his case for the
necessity of  Morris’s romanticism to the communist tradition in its ability to check
Marxism’s determinist and positivist tendencies by opening a space for utopian desire.
Assimilating Morris to Marxism, Thompson concluded, required ‘a process of  self-
criticism and re-ordering within Marxism itself ’, a process that had begun with the
New Left’s pivot in 1956 from so-called actually-existing socialism in the Soviet Union
towards a renewed socialist humanism.70

That process of  self-criticism and re-ordering within Marxism continues today.
Growing awareness that the global capitalist system, motivated by the destructive
dyad of  growth and profit, is accelerating species extinction, ocean acidification and

Figure 5: ‘los, the God of Time, and the building of  the sacred City’, illustration in Transactions of  the Guild & School of
Handicraft, ed. by C.r. ashbee (london: essex house, 1890), p. 31 (source: archive.org). 
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global warming has compelled theorists to revisit the concept of  ‘alienation from
nature’ in the work of  Marx, and to reinterpret Blake and Morris as proto-
environmentalists. This work builds on the foundation of  New Leftists such as Jack
Lindsay, who identified the struggle against pollution and environmental destruction
as being ‘at the core’ of  Morris’s socialism.71 Peter Linebaugh, a student of  E.P.
Thompson, has tapped a rich ecological vein in the thought of  Blake and Morris,
marking Blake’s response to the enclosure of  the agrarian commons in England: ‘[f]or
Blake enclosure leads to death and to ecocide’.72 In his foreword to the 2011 edition
of  Thompson’s Morris biography, Linebaugh highlighted the strain of  ‘green
communism’ in Morris’s designs and writings.73 John Bellamy Foster has positioned
Morris alongside Marx and Engels at the fountainhead of  a historical materialist
tradition investigating the ‘alienated metabolism of  nature and society under
capitalism’.74 Foster has also argued that News from Nowhere, in imagining how
communist society might transform ‘alienated mechanical labour into unalienated
artistic labour’, depended on a new orientation of  humans towards nature and the
earth.75 In this growing literature Blake and Morris form crucial touchstones in an
ecosocialist critique of  capitalism.76

The chasm between current reality and the utopian visions of  Blake and Morris

Figure 6: Charles march Gere, design, frontispiece to William morris, News from Nowhere (hammersmith: Kelmscott
Press, 1892) (source: university of  maryland, Creative Commons license CC BY-nC-nd 2.0). 
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points to one final form of  alienation: the alienation of  the utopian from the object
of  their desire, society transformed. In his dreams Blake envisaged vast, jewel-coloured
frescos on temple walls, a public art worthy of  the New Jerusalem. In News from Nowhere
Morris imagined a society where every aspect of  life – architecture, clothing, furniture,
gardens – would be a work of  art and an expression of  joy in labour. Yet Blake
admitted: ‘[w]here any view of  Money exists, Art cannot be carried on’, a conclusion
echoed by Morris: ‘[a]rt cannot have real life and growth under the present system
of  commercialism and profit-mongering’.77

The gap between utopian futures and the grim capitalist present could only be
traversed by what Thompson called ‘the utopian leap’ out of  the realm of  necessity
into the realm of  imaginative freedom. He concluded his posthumously published
Blake study, Witness Against the Beast, as follows: ‘[t]he essential utopian leap for Blake
was to brotherhood, the return to universal man’.78 This leap involved a dynamic and
dialectical view of  utopia; it could only be achieved through the transformation via
struggle of  what already exists. It required human agency and creativity, cornerstones
of  the New Left’s socialist humanism. ‘Blake’s “Jerusalem”’, Thompson wrote, ‘was
to be built by strenuous intellectual, imaginative and artistic labours: “to Labour in
Knowledge is to Build up Jerusalem”’.79 The artistic labours of  Blake and Morris
augured what a romantic poetics married to radical politics might conjure – not just
a culture of  critique, but the ‘fullness of  life’ itself  – a visionary ‘city of  art’ to which
all citizens would contribute as co-creators and collaborators.
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Iam led to write this article by having read once again, this time in Julian
Beecroft’s William Morris, published by Flame Tree Publishing in 2019, the
statement that Morris read Theology at Oxford. Beecroft writes that in 1855
Morris’s future ‘seemed to lie with the Church’, but he then adds: ‘[h]owever,

bored with theology – the subject he was supposed to be studying – he immersed
himself  instead in medieval history’.1 But this does not make sense, as the degree did
not exist until 1869.2

Born on 24 March 1834 in Walthamstow, Morris attended Marlborough College
from 1848 to Christmas 1851. In 1852 he studied with the Rev. F.B. Guy in
preparation for Oxford, and in July he matriculated at Exeter College, Oxford,
formally entering the college by fulfilling its academic requirement, with the intention
of  being ordained.3 He went up to Oxford in January 1853, where he met Edward
Jones, also intending to be ordained, and they became lifelong friends.4 Because of
their intended ordination, the two undergraduates would have attended a short series
of  lectures by the Regius Professor of  Divinity on the Thirty-Nine Articles of  the
Church of  England, Joseph Butler’s Analogy of  Religion, and the Greek New Testament,
but the degree course taken by both men was the most popular Arts degree, in
Classics, known at Oxford as Greats and focusing on Ancient Rome, Ancient Greece,
Latin, Greek and classical philosophy, particularly the works of  Plato and Aristotle.
Greats consisted of  two parts, five terms of  Mods or Moderations, followed, for those
successful in Mods, by seven terms of  the full Greats course. The degree thus takes
four academic years, one year more than most degree courses at Oxford and
elsewhere.5

Penelope Baker, the archivist at Exeter College, has kindly supplied me with
invaluable information about Morris and Jones at the college. Information from the
Entrance Book for 2 June 1852 shows both men as ‘admitted’, while a note under

Morris and Burne-Jones at Oxford 

Peter Faulkner
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‘Jones’ adds: ‘resided full term but did not take his degree’. The archivist’s useful
summary runs as follows: 

Burne-Jones seems to have consistently gained a second class, and gone up to
the third year a term before Morris, who is always listed in the third-class
column. Despite this it seems that Morris gained a degree in 1856, whereas
Burne-Jones left without a degree.6

If  we go back over the period the two men were at Oxford, we find Morris in the
summer vacation of  1854 visiting Northern France and particularly enjoying Gothic
architecture. He met Cormell Price, who became his very good friend ‘Crom’. In the
following year, Morris read extensively in two of  his favourite writers, Chaucer and
Malory, and in the summer he went with Burne-Jones and another friend to France
again. Here, he and Burne-Jones made the important decision to devote their lives to
Art rather than the Church: Burne-Jones would learn to paint by working with Dante
Gabriel Rossetti, while Morris would train as an architect by entering the practice of
the successful Oxford architect G.E. Street. On 29 September Morris wrote to Price:
‘[m]y life is going to become a burden to me, for I am going (beginning from Tuesday
next) to read for six hours a day at Livy, Ethics, &c. – please pity me’.7 Kelvin’s note
explains that, having made the decision to devote his life to Art, Morris was keen to
complete his university studies by reading for his Final Schools, and to enter Street’s
practice as soon as possible.8 A letter to Price dated 6 October reassured him that
Morris was intending to return to Oxford ‘next term’:

I am certainly coming back, though I should not have done so if  it had not
been for my Mother; I don’t think even if  I get through Greats that I shall
take my B.A. because they won’t allow you not to sign the 39 Articles unless
you declare you are ‘extra Ecclesiam Anglicanum’ which I’m not, and don’t
intend to be, and I won’t sign the 39 Articles. Of  course I should like to stay
up at Oxford for a much longer time, but (I told you, didn’t I?) I am going if
I can to be an architect, and I am too old already and there is no time to lose,
I MUST make haste.9

It is not clear why Morris was so concerned about the Thirty-Nine Articles. Kelvin
tells us that ‘[i]n the event, Morris signed and took his B.A. in 1856’.10

Morris wrote to his mother on 11 November 1855 to explain his decision not to
enter the church but instead to go into Street’s chambers in Oxford, where he met
Philip Webb.11 He took his M.A., and moved to London when Street moved his
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practice there, sharing rooms with Burne-Jones.12 In the 2018 book Edward Burne-
Jones, edited by Alison Smith, the first chapter, by Elizabeth Prettejohn, is entitled
‘Burne-Jones: Intellectual, Designer, People’s Man’, and in it she argues that Burne-
Jones was unique among Victorian artists in having been educated at Oxford rather
than at a school of  art: he was an Oxford intellectual, as his choice of  subject-matter
frequently shows.13 His Oxford career was made possible by ‘an enlightened
institution, King Edward’s School, Birmingham’, and there, Prettejohn notes: 

the young Burne-Jones, evincing intellectual promise, was encouraged to
transfer, aged fifteen, from the commercial to the classical department, in
which he could learn Greek as well as Latin, like a gentleman, and prepare
for university. He duly entered Exeter College, Oxford, in 1853, and there
began his lifelong friendship with William Morris, who had been at an elite
public school (Marlborough) but was impressed by the superior classical
knowledge of  his new friend, trained at King Edward’s.14

We might argue that Morris’s education in Classics was also of  great importance,
despite the fact that, as MacCarthy notes, in his Socialist Diary for 27 January 1887,
Morris described himself  as someone who loathed ‘all Classical art and literature’; in
mitigation, MacCarthy goes on to state that Morris considered Homer ‘a supra-
classicist’ – for him, The Odyssey was not so much a work of  literature as a work that
had grown up from ‘the very hearts of  the people’.15 In her edition of  William Morris’s
Socialist Diary Florence Boos notes that the entry for 26 January 1887 relates to a visit
by Morris to the South Kensington Museum at which he was shown some ‘scraps of
woven stuff  from the tombs of  Upper Egypt’ and had been struck by ‘the contrast
between the bald ugliness of  the Classical pieces and the great beauty of  the
Byzantine [which] was a pleasing thing to me, who loathe so all Classical art and
literature’.16 Boos notes in a footnote that ‘these comments from the author of  The
Life and Death of  Jason, twelve classical Earthly Paradise tales and translations of  Homer
and Virgil, should not be taken too literally; within the week he was working on his
‘Odyssey’ at Rottingdean’.17 Morris’s writings show his knowledge of  the Classics as
much as they do his reading of  Chaucer and Malory. Both he and Burne-Jones drew
confidently on having read Greats (rather than Theology) at Oxford. 

noTes
1. Julian Beecroft, William Morris (london: flame Tree Publishing, 2019), p. 14.
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Kehinde Wiley, The Yellow Wallpaper, exhibition at the William Morris Gallery, 
22 February to 25 May 2020.

In 2018 Kehinde Wiley was commissioned to paint the official portrait of  Barak
Obama. Obama is painted in smart casual dress, sitting on an elegant wooden chair
with large hands crossed over his knees, against an Eden-like background of
vertiginous foliage and intermittent flowers. Wiley has been painting black people
onto colourful flowery patterned backgrounds for over twenty years. He usually
approaches black people on the streets, invites them into his roving photographic
studio and asks them to pose (often in the manner of  seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century British portrait painting). The sitters are transformed by Wiley’s use of  the
photographic process to become the models he uses in his paintings, where they are
represented with stature, dignity and pride. Wiley met the women portrayed in the
paintings in the exhibition The Yellow Wallpaper on the streets of  Dalston, East London,
and appropriately for the William Morris Gallery they are surrounded by patterns
adapted from Morris’s textile and wallpaper designs. The Morris designs are painted
in a photorealist manner, the patterns enlarged, the colours garish, dominated by

Reviews

Edited by Rosie Miles
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yellow and slightly acidic. In each of  Wiley’s paintings a few elements of  an adaptation
of  a Morris design gently entwine parts of  the painted representations of  women’s
bodies. All six paintings are large, oval in shape, with thick, heavy, dark frames. They
are hung on deep blue walls where they glow under spotlights.
I wanted to write a review of  The Yellow Wallpaper as Wiley’s paintings in this

exhibition are similar to a few of  my own art works made over the last twenty years.
The closest are probably a series of  paintings from 2001-2 based on Kasimir
Malevich’s paintings from the 1920s in which images of  peasants have been painted
onto reproductions of  Morris fabric. I have found comparison with this series
instructive for thinking about the impact of  Wiley’s works. The painting of  mine
reproduced here (Figure 2) appropriates a modern machine print of  Morris and Co.’s
Iris fabric designed by J.H. Dearle. Morris’s original wallpaper and fabric designs are
highly schematised representations of  nature, where it is always summer and never
winter; the plants are always in leaf, often flowering, with their fruits available in
abundance, ripe for picking and with no human labour in sight. This is a utopian
vision, but one which was acceptable to the upper middle classes and aristocrats of
his time: it is an image of  Cockaigne, the medieval mythical land of  plenty. Today
Morris’s work is safe and comfortable, and his wallpaper and fabric designs are widely
reproduced in machine printed form and can be found furnishing the semis of
middle-class England; yet they represent a trace of  Morris’s utopian dream and the

Figure 1: installation view of Kehinde Wiley, The Yellow Wallpaper exhibition, at the William morris Gallery © Kehinde
Wiley, 2020 (courtesy stephen friedman Gallery, london, photography by nicola Tree).



The Journal of William morris sTudies | Vol. XXiii, no. 4, 2020 | 37

values of  the Arts and Crafts movement. 
Over and around the Iris design in Haymaking (2002), the figure from Malevich’s

painting Haymaking (1928-29) is loosely copied. Malevich’s peasant paintings from the
late 1920s represent the Russian peasant at a time when millions were facing death
and starvation due to Stalin’s forced collectivisation. The peasants are represented in
simple, geometrical forms and mark a development of  Malevich’s work away from
non-representational abstraction at a time when Socialist Realism is being introduced
as the dominant cultural form in the Soviet Union. How the paintings could be

Figure 2: david mabb, Haymaking, 2002. oil on morris & Co. Iris fabric designed by J.h. dearle. 75” x 63”.
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Figure 3: Kehinde Wiley, Portrait of  Dorinda Essah, 2020. oil on linen. 94.50” x 69.25”.
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understood in relation to the increasing political repression of  the time is difficult to
gauge. The paintings show no trace of  the effects of  collectivisation. On the contrary,
in most of  the paintings the peasants stand upright, individually and in groups, with
what might be read as a sense of  pride and dignity. However, the use of  figuration
might also be read as a compromise or move towards the demands of  the
representational art of  Socialist Realism by Malevich.
In Haymaking (2002), the image of  the peasant is painted onto the pattern with

the exception of  the iris leaves which wind their way up the front of  his body,
appearing to imprison him behind an iris fence. The traces of  Morris’s utopianism
overlaying Malevich’s peasant suggest in Walter Benjamin’s words a ‘dialectics at a
standstill’ (from Benjamin’s ‘Theses on the Philosophy of  History’). The
appropriations of  these past art historical and political moments come together in
this painting to form an impasse, not allowing the new to appear. It is certainly difficult
to read the work as anything but stuck, perhaps because the peasants were annihilated
as a class and the iris leaves from the Morris and Co. design become the rather
decorative bars of  a prison. But simultaneously the intrusion of  Morris’s utopianism
into the Russian image might also be read as a melancholy reminder that history did
not necessarily have to have turned out that way.
To return to Kehinde Wiley’s William Morris Gallery exhibition, the exhibition

is titled The Yellow Wallpaper after Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s famous short story of
the same name from 1892. In the story a young woman, the narrator, is persuaded
by John, her physician husband, to rest and recuperate from an apparent nervous
affliction (‘a slight hysterical tendency’) in an upstairs attic of  a mansion decorated
with a wallpaper where ‘[t]he color is repellent, almost revolting; a smouldering
unclean yellow’. The accompanying video documentary to the exhibition, shown in
an adjacent room in the William Morris Gallery, opens with a quote from Gilman’s
story: ‘I never saw a worse wallpaper in my life’. The camera then pans over some
Morris wallpaper drawings and designs. In the story, as she increasingly suffers from
the restrictions placed upon her by her complacent and patronising husband, the
young woman begins to think that she sees women creeping around behind the
pattern in the wallpaper. One woman shakes the pattern. The narrator thinks that
they will eventually escape out of  the wallpaper, as she comes to believe she herself
did. The narrator pulls off  most of  the wallpaper in the attic so that her husband can
not put her back. In the Gilman story, the wallpaper is described as a nightmare prison
from which the narrator wishes to escape. Although she believes she has escaped from
the wallpaper, she creeps around the room as though she has become one of  the
women inside it as insanity overtakes her. 
I was interested as to why Morris’s wallpaper has been compared in this exhibition
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to Gilman’s yellow wallpaper. It is difficult to imagine Morris’s utopian imagery
functioning as the representation of  oppression – as the nightmare prison of  Gilman’s
story – even if  it is painted with a dominance of  yellows. A number of  different
wallpapers might have done that job, a neo-classical wallpaper being an obvious
example. Another disparity is that in Gilman’s ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’ the women
who are imagined to be inside the wallpaper are trapped and degraded figures
creeping around behind the pattern. In contrast the women in Wiley’s wallpaper do
not creep; they are posed and painted with pride and dignity. Neither are they
imprisoned by the patterns. Rather, as in Portrait of  Dorinda Essah (Figure 3), parts of
the patterns gently extend out from the wallpaper and float up around and across
their bodies, more like a caress of  inclusion. In other paintings the patterns rise up to
their waists so that the women seem to emerge from them, rather than the patterns
constituting the bars of  a prison from which they have to escape.
I am unsure, therefore, how helpful Gilman’s work is as a context for the

exhibition. Rather we must think about what happens when Wiley paints images of
black women from the streets of  Dalston into yellowish adaptations of  Morris
patterns. Wiley paints his subjects into art history and history, whereas before their
presence was only felt by their exclusion, i.e. no presence at all. The women posed
have stature, dignity and pride. By placing them into the Morris designs they are
surrounded by the traces of  Morris’s utopian dream. It is as though the women have
entered that dream of  abundance and plenty, although one now associated with cosy
middle-class domesticity. To quote Wiley: the exhibition ‘seeks to use the language of
the decorative to reconcile blackness, gender, and a beautiful and terrible past’. The
‘terrible past’ however is largely absent. The painting of  Morris’s patterns using garish
yellow colours might be read as a form of  disquieting beauty, but it is hardly adequate
to describe hundreds of  years of  slavery and oppression. The reconciliation is
rendered in paint in a manner whereby the patterns and the images of  the women
are smoothly worked together, so that the black women become the beneficiaries of
a nineteenth-century politics of  plenty. Rather than ‘dialectics at a standstill’ these
paintings constitute a dialectics of  transformation. The yellow-dominated Morris
patterns can be read not as prisons but as spaces of  liberation for the women
represented. Even though Morris’s patterns are represented as garish over-lit spaces
of  middle-class security, the nineteenth-century trace of  the medieval mythical land
of  plenty hangs on.
David Mabb
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Laura Marcus, Michèle Mendelssohn and Kirsten E. Shepherd-Barr, editors, Late
Victorian into Modern (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 674 pp., 14 b&w
illustrations, £110.00 hbk, £45.00 pbk, ISBN 9780198704393.

How important a part might one expect Morris to occupy in a book on this subject?
He was quite prolific, but died in 1896 and so cannot be compared to writers who
lived into the twentieth century. The book’s index gives twenty-two references to
Morris, who thus, perhaps surprisingly, is exceeded only by Conrad, Eliot, Hardy,
Joyce, Kipling, Pound, Schreiner, Wells and Wilde. Perhaps this mid-position is where
we would expect him to be. 
Morris is discussed by several of  the contributors. The fullest account, with eleven

references to Morris, is given by Marcus Waithe, author in 2006 of  William Morris’s
Utopia of  Strangers: Victorian Medievalism and the Idea of  Hospitality. Waithe offers an
introductory chapter on ‘Medievalism and Modernity’ which he begins by remarking
on the ‘dizzying array of  aesthetic effects and political tendencies’ to be found in
nineteenth-century medievalism. He draws attention to the reservations about Morris’s
supposed ruralism expressed by E.P. Thompson and Raymond Williams, and prefers
the account of  Morris provided by the ‘more rounded medievalism’ of  Ruth Levitas
(p. 23). He considers works by a wide range of  authors and argues that medievalism
should be seen as ‘a systematic awareness best understood in relation to the modernity
of  the present’ (p. 25). Friedrich Engels’s The Origin of  the Family, Property and the State
(1884) is the earliest work considered in some detail, and Waithe argues that in it Engels
‘demonstrated the historical contingency of  the modern nuclear family’, while insisting
that ‘the new era of  communism would return to [traditional] principles after the decline
of  the proprietorial capitalist family’. Other writers, too, found ‘a source of  alternative
values’ in this ‘late nineteenth-century turn towards the Middle Ages’ (p. 26). These
include Walter Pater (‘perhaps influenced by the quaintly aesthetic medievalism of
Morris’s The Earthly Paradise’), Ruskin, W.H. Hudson and Edward Carpenter. Morris
‘mounted his own challenge to the force of  conventional morality in News from Nowhere,
seeking to ‘accommodate, rather than repress, the unruly currents of  sexual desire’ (p.
27). Waithe goes on to consider at some length Morris’s contribution to ideas about
architecture as discussed by Nikolaus Pevsner in his Pioneers of  the Modern Movement (1936),
revised to become Pioneers of  Modern Design: From William Morris to Walter Gropius in 1960.
He argues that the ‘structural principles’ of  medievalism were developed by Ebenezer
Howard for the Garden City Movement in his Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform
(1898). Comparable ideas were developed by Arts and Crafts thinkers like C.F.A. Voysey
and C.R. Ashbee. Influenced by the neo-Thomist theologian Jacques Maritain, Eric
Gill and David Jones redirected the medievalist outlook ‘away from socialism and
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returned it to the religious premise of  monasticism and Catholicism’ (p. 30). 
Waithe then discusses Guild Socialism, A.R. Orage, Ezra Pound and Major C.H.

Douglas’s ‘Social Credit’ movement in the 1920s; he has regretfully to admit how
deeply antisemitic ideas came to penetrate into Pound’s outlook. Four powerful pages
are devoted to the idea of  the importance to modernism of  ‘destructive novelty’,
drawing attention to the extraordinary work that made possible the Victorian railway
system. This is associated with Tony Pinkney’s argument in 2010 that the feudality
of  News from Nowhere is taken too far, and that the reader becomes aware of  the
desirability that ‘“fire” in a positive sense’ should play a significant part in the future
of  Nowhere – the iron bridge at Hammersmith has been replaced. Waithe then
considers the idea of  chivalry in relation to the Great War, pointing out that
medievalism was far from uncritical of  violence – it shows many powerful examples
of  ‘devastated landscapes and devastated lives’. Morris’s early story ‘The Hollow
Land’ (1856), deriving from Malory, offered ‘a landscape of  destruction’, famously
reprised by T.S. Eliot in The Waste Land. The tendency to see ‘pollution and
environmental spoliation as an existential threat, if  not a moral verdict’ (p. 34) is also
found in Richard Jefferies’s After London (1885) and in David Jones’s In Parenthesis (1937).
Waithe’s conclusion comes in the section ‘Reshaping the future’, in which medievalism
is said to be a ‘way of  facing, and reshaping, the future’ (p. 36). The formation of
craft guilds in the early twentieth century is seen as channeling ‘medievalism’s concern
with fraternal relations, bonds, and non-monetary craft ideals’. I was not happy with
his final comment: ‘[r]anging from the more aggressive forms of  architectural
“restoration” to a visceral approach in representing human conflict, medievalism
granted access to the dark heart of  modernity and supplied an uneasy awareness of
ongoing “misadventure”’ (ibid.). Is this the whole truth? I would like to draw something
more positive and what I would consider more Morrisian than this view allows. 
Anne Fernihough’s chapter ‘Utopian Thought and the Way We Live Now’

contains one reference to Morris, but it is an important one. She begins with the
distinction drawn in 1907 by A.R. Orage between two forms of  Socialism: ‘Socialism
as a means to the intensification of  man is even more necessary than Socialism as a
means to the abolition of  economic poverty’ (p. 168). She points out that Orage was
drawing on ideas expressed by Robert Blatchford in Merrie England (1895) and by D.H.
Lawrence in The Rainbow (1915), whose idealistic vision of  the future remains less
than clear. By contrast, the American Edward Bellamy was very clear in Looking
Backward: 2000-1887 (1888). His concept of  utopia is shown as embodied in the ‘vast
shopping hall or department store’ which is seen by the novel’s narrator as comparable
to a cathedral. She quotes Morris’s wonderfully severe review of  Bellamy in
Commonweal in June 1889: ‘the impression he produces is of  a huge standing army,
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tightly drilled, compelled by some mysterious fate to unceasing anxiety for the
production of  wares to satisfy every caprice, however wasteful and absurd’ (p. 170).
Rather disappointingly, at this point Fernihough does not take the opportunity to
show Morris’s completely different view of  socialism in News from Nowhere, although
later she does accurately describe how Morris replaced ‘Bellamy’s urban vision with
a more pastoral one, and his state socialism with a libertarian emphasis on individual
creativity. Morris envisages a world in which the boundaries between work, art, and
life have dissolved’ (p. 174). This is the last we hear of  Morris, although there are
interesting observations later about Edward Carpenter’s Towards Democracy (1881),
Wells’s The Food of  the Gods (1904), Forster’s Howards End (1910), Robert Tressell’s The
Ragged Trousered Philanthropists (1914), Lawrence’s The Rainbow (1915) and Joyce’s A
Portrait of  the Artist as a Young Man (1914). 
Ruth Livesey, author in 2007 of  Socialism, Sex, and the Culture of  Aestheticism in Britain

1880-1914, begins the section on ‘Political Formations’ with ‘Socialism, Feminism,
Anarchism’, in which she makes two references to Morris. Livesey is interested in the
extent to which, in the early – though not the later – years of  the twentieth century,
‘literature and the arts were knitted into the texture of  politics’ (p. 431). She focuses
chiefly on the novel, discussing works by Morris and Olive Schreiner that ‘are
testament to how the radical energies of  the 1880s and 1890s pushed against the
conventional limits of  literary form in the pursuit of  social transformation’ (p. 433).
She offers a convincing account of  the expansion of  radical politics in the period,
starting with the formation of  the Democratic Federation by H.M. Hyndman in 1881
and including the work of  Eleanor Marx, Morris and Wilde. She argues that the
popularity of  the idea of  scientific socialism in Marxist thought had the effect of
leaving the work of  Morris and those like him in relative obscurity (p .436), and
Livesey praises Anna Vaninskaya’s William Morris and the Idea of  Community (2010) for
starting to reverse this trend. Livesey gives a thorough and convincing account of  the
South African feminist Olive Schreiner and her work, while News from Nowhere is cited
as ‘perhaps the best-known example of  socialist anti-realism in the period’ (p. 441),
referring us to Patrick Brantlinger’s 1975 article in Victorian Studies, ‘News from Nowhere:
Morris’s Socialist Anti-Novel’. Livesey relates News from Nowhere to Edward Bellamy’s
Looking Backward, to the arguments in the Socialist League and to the writings of  the
Russian anarchist Prince Peter Kropotkin, a frequent visitor to London whom Morris
knew and admired. Here Livesey makes the important point that Kropotkin’s
anarchism was ‘an anarchism held together by an ideal of  common culture and a
universal desire for the beautiful that emerges afresh once all the falsehoods of
capitalist society have been stripped away’ (p. 442). Livesey concludes with a brief
account of  the presentation of  anarchism in James’s The Princess Casamassima (1886)
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and Conrad’s The Secret Agent (1907), remarking that in these novels by non-English
authors ‘Morris’s utopian fusion of  culture and anarchism in pursuit of  common
good comes into collision with a determinedly modern present’. In the satiric fictions
of  James and Conrad, the pursuit of  perfection by the individual ‘paves the way for
an attack on the mass culture of  modernity’ (p. 442). 
Kamilla Elliott discusses Morris in her well-illustrated chapter on ‘The Illustrated

Book’. She reproduces Walter Crane’s knight on horseback at the start of  the second
chapter of  Morris’s The Story of  the Glittering Plain in the Kelmscott Press edition of  1894,
and draws attention, in the section ‘The rivalry between art and literature’, to the
concern of  some contemporary novelists, including Henry James, that the illustrated
books popular at the time – around 1904 – might ‘elbow out’ books relying on literary
descriptions (p. 543). Morris is quoted as asserting in his 1893 lecture ‘The Ideal Book’: 

The picture-book is not, perhaps, absolutely necessary to man’s life, but it gives
us such endless pleasure, and is so intimately connected with the other
absolutely necessary art of  imaginative literature that it must remain one of
the worthiest things. 

(p. 551) 

Elliott feels that such statements ‘acknowledge that pictures dominate words in
practice’ (p. 551), while writers were keen to argue that illustrations should remain in
‘their proper (subordinate) place’ (p. 553). The makers of  books came to subscribe to
the Arts and Crafts ideal of  organic unity; this is expressed by T.J. Cobden-Sanderson
in his The Ideal Book or Book Beautiful in 1902, following the approach of  Morris at the
Kelmscott Press, founded in 1891. Elliott’s last reference to Morris is when she quotes
‘The Ideal Book’ to the effect that ‘[a] work on Art, I think, bears less of  ornament
than any other kind of  book’, while imaginative literature is the prime candidate.
Thus, she concludes convincingly, ‘even at the heart of  organic theories of  illustrated
books, art and literature occupy separate spheres’ (p. 556).
Morris also appears, more surprisingly, in one of  the other contributions, ‘Cultures

of  the Avant-Garde’ by Christos Hadjiyiannis (pp. 85-102). This includes a section
on ‘“Poetry” versus “prose”’ in which Hadjiyiannis discusses T.E. Hulme’s early
writings ‘Notes on Language and Style’ and ‘Cinders’, of  1906-7, in which Hulme
indicates that in his writings the words poetry and prose are not to be taken in their
literal sense. For Hulme, ‘“prose”, for instance, includes “genteel poetry” like Shelley’s,
while “poetry” may refer to Morris’s “firm simple prose”’ (p. 93). Hadjiyiannis
summarises Hulme’s view as follows:
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As it turns out, the crucial difference is that, while in ‘prose’ words are
‘divorced from any real vision’, with it being language that deals in ‘counters’
and whose ‘intermediate terms have only counter value’, ‘poetry’ is a language
of  ‘images’. It is the place where ‘phrases [are] made [and] tested’, and where
‘words are all glitter and new coruscation’. This is what makes ‘Poetry always
the advance guard in language’. Moreover, unlike in ‘prose’, where words are
vague and superfluous, in ‘poetry’ ‘each sentence should be a lump, a piece
of  clay, a vision seen’. 

(p. 93)

Hulme developed this idea in a clearer and more political form in the well-known
essay ‘Romanticism and Classicism’ (1911-12). Here the poet is charged with the
responsibility to find in himself  that ‘intense zest which heightens a thing out of  the
level of  prose’. Pound, we are told, upholds the distinction and made it central to his
poetics, as expressed in ‘The Wisdom of  Poetry’ and ‘The Serious Artist’ (p. 93). 
Hadjiyiannis has a further section called ‘Avant-garde visions’, in which he returns

to the subject of  language. He points out that while H.D.’s ‘break with conventional
language may be seen as a move away from male-centred narratives’ (p. 98), the cases
of  Hulme and Pound are quite different. The male writers see themselves as
‘intellectual aristocrats’ whose genius sets them apart from and above the masses, as
John Carey argued in 1992 in The Intellectuals and the Masses, which deals with the
period 1880 to 1939. This attitude is associated with the belief  that ‘the effectiveness
(and hence success) of  poetry is to be measured not against any external or communal
standards, but against the inner “sincerity” of  the poet’ (p. 99). 
It would be interesting to know why Hulme chose Morris’s ‘firm simple prose’ for

the category of  poetry. He must have been reading Morris appreciatively at the time.
Which of  Morris’s works would he have been most familiar with? The first volume
of  May Morris’s edition of  her father’s Collected Works was not published until 1910,
but his major works had all appeared earlier, from The Defence of  Guenevere, and Other
Poems (1858), through The Life and Death of  Jason (1867), The Earthly Paradise, in four
volumes (1868-70), Love is Enough (1873), Sigurd the Volsung (1877), all poetry, to be
followed by his later prose romances, from A Dream of  John Ball (1888), The House of
the Wolfings (1888), The Roots of  the Mountains (1889), News from Nowhere (1890), The Wood
Beyond the World (1895), The Well at the World’s End (1896) and The Water of  the Wondrous
Isles, culminating in The Sundering Flood (1897). News from Nowhere was probably the
best known at the time, but its left-wing politics were not likely to have appealed to
the reactionary Hulme. Perhaps he had enjoyed The Well at the World’s End.
Peter Faulkner
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Aaron Bastani, Fully Automated Luxury Communism: A Manifesto (London: Verso, 2019),
288 pp., £16.99 hbk with free e-book, ISBN 13:9781786632623. 

The central thesis of  this frustrating and exhilarating book is that very soon, if  not
already, developments in renewable energy generation, workplace automation,
artificial intelligence (AI), food production and health care, will render the production
and delivery cost of  goods and services so cheap that their price will fall to zero, or as
near as makes no difference. At that point, a fundamental principle of  market
capitalism – that to generate profits, marginal revenue must exceed marginal cost –
will be violated. That single change could therefore, in turn, usher in a time when
capitalism no longer functions, but when we still live in material abundance, because
robots will do all the work: an era of  ‘extreme supply’, ‘beyond work and scarcity’
(pp. 38, 201). Waged work will no longer exist, and goods and especially services will
be so cheap that no one will need to pay money for anything: ‘Fully Automated
Luxury’, as Bastani’s title has it, although the ‘Communism’ bit, which is a matter of
politics, not physics, might be trickier.
Readers of  this journal may already detect the ghost of  Edward Bellamy, but

there is more here than Looking Backward, and it is significant that the key change
Morris thought would lead to the Communism of  Nowhere – abolition of  the profit
motive – is also the means of  generating its new, fully-automated counterpart, or
FALC as it is named. But because it is essentially the same big corporations whom
Bellamy saw delivering his kind of  socialism, who are now producing the key
liberating technological innovations which will lead to FALC, we could be forgiven
for remaining sceptical.
Human history, according to the FALC thesis, contains three great disruptions:

the first based on domestication of  plants and animals, and thus increased abundance
of  food; the second, on mechanised industrialisation founded on fossil fuels and
typified by abundant energy; and the third, already underway, characterised by
abundant information. Ultimately, it will be free availability of  information which
will scupper capitalism. Along with cheap, abundant alternative energy and AI, free
information will enable anyone, anywhere, to create and produce whatever they like.
No wonder some ‘information-providers’ (e.g. Rupert Murdoch) are so keen to keep
it behind a pay wall.
Just as the first disruption was based on practical understanding of  heredity, and

the second on classical physics, so the third depends on an array of  ‘laws’ derived
over the past century from the study of  AI, and the ‘scientific’ management of
industrial production, the most important of  which is Stewart Brand’s 1984 principle
that ‘Information wants to be free’. These explain why the third disruption may be
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so wide-ranging, and so fundamental, as to bring about the end of  capitalism,
something many people apparently find more difficult to imagine than the end of
the world (according to Fredric Jameson’s quip). Operation of  these ‘laws’ is now
undermining ‘capitalist realism’, the doctrine we have all been fed these past forty
years; the doctrine of  the End of  History, the triumph of  bourgeois liberal democracy,
and that the so-called ‘free market’ is the most natural, and indeed the only possible,
economic system under which innately ‘selfish’ and competitive human beings can
live in ‘freedom’. 
The third disruption will also protect us from five crises that the second disruption

has produced: climate change, resource scarcity, ‘surplus population’, chronic ageing
and technological unemployment. How they contribute to FALC is discussed at some
length, but, in short, it is argued that advances in global renewable energy generation
capacity will decarbonise our economies, reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions,
and soon render fossil fuels obsolete (because too expensive). All this will take us
‘beyond (energy) scarcity altogether’ (p. 115), ushering in an age of  limitless, free
power. 
Improvements in artificial intelligence will soon confront us with the question:

what happens when the machines become the workers? Because when they do, capital
becomes labour, wages tend to zero and we will reach ‘peak human’. Even surgeons
and accountants will eventually be replaced by robots, because their work – just like
the ‘low-skill’, poorly-paid jobs that the coronavirus has reminded us are so important
– is also essentially repetitive, if  more complex. Consequently, no one is safe from
automation, though many readers may be comforted to learn that Health and
Education will be last to go. 
One use to which such ‘smart technology’ is already being put is ‘cellular

agriculture’, culturing meat from stem cells on an industrial scale. Very soon, 3D
printers will be producing steaks, and, as prices fall, ground, seasoned meat for
hamburgers and hot dogs (hi-tech junk food!). Other tech companies are exploring
ways to bypass animals, and produce synthetic meat from vegetable protein. These
advances, it is claimed, mean we will be able to supply the projected global human
population of  9-10 billion by 2050 with the high-status, meat-rich diet it is claimed
we demand once affluence comes along, releasing millions of  hectares from
cultivation to return to the wild, reducing our use of  increasingly scarce water and
global energy used in food production by 45%, as well as reducing global GHG
emissions by 14%. ‘Simples’!
The fourth crisis is in human health; particularly the life expentancy, both current

and projected, of  the human population, which in evolutionary terms is
unprecedented, and which is exerting, as we now see all too well, enormous pressure
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on health services and care systems. However, what is also increasing exponentially
is our ability to sequence human genomes, so that what in 1990 took thirteen years
and cost $3 billion – the original ‘Human Genome Project’ – by 2015 was being
offered to individual persons for $1,000, by 2017 for $100 (and in one hour), and by
the late 2020s may cost less than $30. This technology may transform human health
care by rendering it predictive instead of  reactive. New gene-sequencing techniques
such as CRISPR-Cas9 may soon be used not only to identify inherited propensities
for cancer, Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of  dementia, but also, using ‘gene
therapy’ – replacement of  one sequence of  genes by another – to identify and prevent
such diseases in early life, well before symptoms develop. 
However, as with ‘cellular agriculture’, it is the ‘tech’ companies who are doing

most of  the work, although as prices fall, and information leaks out, this may change,
and DIY efforts may become feasible. But surely there is something very dangerous
about making the world population so dependent for food and healthcare on a few
companies whose attitudes to employment standards, environmental regulations, and
especially to paying taxes, are for the most part so utterly reprehensible? 
If  parts of  what I have summarised so far read more like science fiction – Soylent

Green anyone? Brave New World? – then FALC’s proposals for remedying one crucial
remaining source of  scarcity may go the whole way. Essentially, even if  information,
labour and energy become costless, we will still experience scarcity of  key physical
resources – particularly of  a number of  metals widely used in printed circuits (cobalt,
tantalum, nickel) – so that, in time, it will almost certainly become profitable to mine
them in space. The source of  this premise is a 2014 report by The Club of  Rome, the
same organisation which gave us Limits to Growth (1972), which forecast we would run
out of  tin in 1987, zinc in 1990, copper and lead in 1993. But whether we believe this
argument or not, it has not escaped the attention of  a coterie of  tech billionaires,
notably Jeff  Bezos, Elon Musk and our own dear Richard Branson, all of  whom (along
with Boeing) are embarked on programmes of  their own, abetted by NASA, which
these days champions space as offering ‘significant entrepreneurial opportunities’. 
To summarise the summary: ‘[c]apitalism, at least as we know it, is about to end.

What matters is what comes next’ (p. 23). What that might be is ‘a society as distinct
from our own as […] the twentieth century to feudalism’, built on ‘technologies whose
development has been accelerating for decades’ (p. 30), and which now form ‘the
basis [of] a different set of  social parameters underpinned by changes we […] already
observe around us: a world beyond jobs, profit and […] scarcity, a society in which
work is eliminated, scarcity replaced by abundance and where labour and leisure blend
into one another’ (pp. 49-50, emphasis added). A society characterised by the absence
of  economic conflict and of  work: fully-automated communism.
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As for luxury, under present conditions of  scarcity, luxury is ‘beyond utility’, an
excess beyond necessity. But ‘as information, labour, energy and resources become
permanently cheaper – and work and the limits of  the old world are left behind – it
turns out we don’t just satisfy all of  our needs, but dissolve the boundary between the
useful and the beautiful. Communism is luxurious – or it isn’t communism’ (pp. 56, 54,
emphasis added). 
The authority for these arguments is Marx’s Grundrisse, but the absence of  any

mention of  William Morris whatever from this book, is indeed puzzling! For as we
know, it was Morris who, in numerous lectures and articles, explained how profit had
cheapened manufactured goods while reducing the quality of  work, and who
described a communist society (‘Nowhere’) where the profit motive has been
abolished, where goods and services are produced only for need and delivered free,
where only those things which are ‘useful and beautiful’ are made, and where only
pleasurablework is performed. So ‘Nowhere’ is not a society in which there is no work:
indeed Morris’s narrator describes a great deal of  it. So what are we to make of
FALC’s claim that communism, which Morris clearly intended ‘Nowhere’ to depict,
is a society ‘without work’? 
One reason lies in FALC’s inconsistent use, throughout, of  the terms ‘work’ and

‘labour’, sometimes as synonyms, sometimes not. More interesting is the notion that,
as the price of  information, energy and labour approaches zero, thus undermining
scarcity, we will no longer need to retain the capitalist paradigm of  work as ‘necessary
misery’, which in turn will free us up for many new activities, each involving much
more self-expression. 
In other words, it is only with the third disruption, and the undermining of

scarcity, that communism will finally be achieved. In that sense, ‘Luxury Communism’
may well be a society without (capitalist, waged) ‘work’, but it will not be one without
pleasurable, communist ‘labour’, a point Morris made in 1884. Indeed I find myself
thinking the same thought I always think when reading certain people who write
about this kind of  topic (especially George Monbiot): ‘Mate! Have a read of  News
from Nowhere!’.
How will FALC be realised? One way may be the ‘Preston Model’ of  ‘community

wealth building’, whereby local economies are stimulated and revived by groups of
‘anchor institutions’ such as schools, hospitals and universities banding together and
agreeing to procure as many goods and services locally as possible (or helping to create
new local ways and means of  doing so). Preference is given to local firms (within 10
km), especially those which are cooperatively owned, employ organic or other
sustainable production methods and use only renewable energy. The aim is to bring
six ‘public goods’ – health care, education, democracy and legal services, shelter, food,
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transport and information – back into local control as Universal Basic Services (UBS),
in order to mitigate the ‘unfreedom’ of  the ‘free’ market. 
Such activities generate strong multiplier effects in the local economy, stimulating

and creating demand for goods and services, and therefore increased local
employment. Under the present neoliberal dispensation, they have all been vulnerable
to outsourcing, leading to lower wages, falling standards and poorer outcomes. But
under UBS, they are no longer commodities for profit but ‘free goods’, lending
themselves to the kind of  open provision fundamental to FALC. And because they
involve the kind of  work one of  the laws of  the third disruption (Moravec’s Paradox)
tells us is difficult to automate, they may continue for some time at least to be
performed mostly by humans, despite advances in AI.
But if  such ideas are to gain greater popular support, they will, according to

FALC, require a new kind of  left-populist politics which is both red and green, which
refuses to recognise the ‘common sense’ principles of  free-market ‘capitalist realism’
discussed above, and which blends radical political action with ideas of  personal and
social renewal (pp. 186-87). As this is – to me – a perfect description of  the ‘new kind
of  politics’ championed by Jeremy Corbyn, and by supporters of  Senator Bernie
Sanders, of  Podemos in Spain or Syriza in Greece (at one time, anyway), it is chilling
to read (especially given the result of  the 2019 UK general election) that FALC will
‘require decades to play out’ (p. 201). For we also know, and as the book itself
emphasises, we only have until 2040 at the very most to deal with climate breakdown.
How would William Morris have reacted to such a book? Well, ‘Morris the Green’

would surely have rejected its modernism, which occasionally underpins a somewhat
blinkered view of  key green concepts. Thus: modern environmentalism has ‘for too
long unwisely echoed the claim that “small is beautiful”’, and that ‘acknowledging
the […] global scale of  any response is critical’. But what is the ‘Preston Model’ but
a recognition that ‘action will often be close to home’ (p. 189)? However, the claim
that greens lack ‘class analysis in understanding […] how [capitalism] […] inherently
opposes what they want’ (p. 196) is historically correct and still apposite (compare
Extinction Rebellion, for example).
I also think he would have been uncomfortable with ‘luxury’, something Morris

famously considered ‘swinish’. To be told that, under FALC, we will all live lives like
those of  today’s billionaires (p. 189) calls up ancient ideas of  plenitude: that we are
not so much in utopia as the Land of  Cockaigne. Either way, I suspect the Puritans
among us would have preferred ‘plenty’, ‘comfort’ or ‘abundance’. 
‘Luxury’ also smacks of  the ‘free lunch’ whose non-existence Barry Commoner

highlighted many years ago. And despite invoking the Club of  Rome, there is a
spectacular failure throughout the book to recognise another key green concept,
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namely ‘limits’. Suppose we achieve unlimited energy? We would be able to do
anything we like, which does not seem a good idea. Unlimited resources? Would we
feel any need to conserve them or the natural systems from which we obtain them?
Why would we, if  they are unlimited? Unlimited information? We may already be
there. Morris’s works are more-or-less all available free somewhere online. Unlimited
labour? Ah, that brings us to ‘Morris the Red’.
To suggest that under luxury, ‘waged work becomes as much a relic of  history as

the feudal peasant and the medieval knight’ (p. 189), is almost certain to trigger a critical
response in the mind of  anyone familiar with Morris’s writings. For Morris, useful,
creative work was part of  the human condition, and to deny humans the opportunity
to engage in fruitful and stimulating labour, either under capitalism, or under FALC,
might be to deny them one of  their most fundamental needs: the need to create. To
be fair, there are glimmers of  this kind of  thinking, though I wish they had been given
greater prominence. Thus: ‘with the arrival of  communism, any distinction between
mental and physical labour would vanish, with work becoming more akin to play. This
also means a society with greater collective wealth, where all essential wants as creative
desires are satisfied. Which is where Luxury comes in’ (pp. 55-56). 
In the closing pages, we read that ‘FALC demurs from idealism or an overly

optimistic view of  human nature’ (pp. 242-43), implying that other forms of
communism (apart from Marx, but including Morris?) do not. It is therefore ‘not a
manifesto for starry-eyed poets’, or ‘a blueprint for a steady-state Eden. […] Nor is it
a place beyond sadness or pain, where conflict and vulnerability are consigned to the
past’. Rather, ‘[p]ride, greed and envy will abide as long as we do […] – an inevitable
feature of  any society we share with one another’ (ibid.). Instead, ‘FALC is a figurehead
[…] forged for a world changing so rapidly that new utopias are needed – because
the old ones no longer make sense’ (p. 243). This refers, of  course, to Marx and
Engels’s old criticism of  ‘utopian socialism’: that it is based on human desire, and not
on the laws of  historical necessity, a charge levelled, in the past, at News from Nowhere.
But as I have argued elsewhere, ‘Nowhere’, unlike all the other utopias, is not based
on the desire to make the world a better place, but on the ecological necessity of  the
laws of  physics: a ‘thermodynamic utopia’.
Earlier we learn that ‘the process of  building FALC will not only bequeath us the

resources needed to make us happy, but also a sense of  common purpose’ (p. 189).
This point resonates with Edward Thompson’s final assessment of  Morris: that his
unique contribution to left-wing thought was his ‘moral realism’; his great enrichment
of  the ethical content of  communism. At the centre of  this issue lies the concept of
community, and the belief  that economic relationships are also moral relationships; that
relations of  production are also relationships between people. Thus construction of
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a communist society would require a moral revolution as profound as the revolution
in economic and social power. Such statements would remain assertions were it not
for the numerous accounts of  social revolutions that indicate that precisely this kind
of  moral change can be observed.
Thus FALC may liberate us into a world where profit has vanished, waged work

abolished and Universal Basic Services established (Morris just abolished money!),
and where what remains of  work welcomes us to a world of  self-expression and self-
realisation (as part of  community). However, William Morris got there in 1890 and
the modern red-green movement might save itself  much time and effort were it to
follow his path.
When FALC first appeared, Andy Beckett wrote in The Guardian that ‘[s]ome

readers will finish this book exhilarated and energised. Others will be unconvinced,
or utterly baffled. There are more ideas crammed in here than in a whole shelf  of
standard politics books’, and it occurs to me I could have saved readers a great deal
of  time by referring them to him, whereas I have taken 3000 words to reach more-
or-less the same conclusion. The idea that automation might one day lead to the
collapse of  capitalism, owing to its inability any longer to generate profits, is intriguing,
and offers a future much closer to ‘Nowhere’ than Looking Backward. But I cannot help
feeling that the author’s obvious energy and enthusiasm for life and for new ideas has
led him to be bamboozled by technology, and to be far too trusting of  the ‘tech’
companies who run it, especially the people who own them, whose behaviour during
the ongoing coronavirus pandemic has revealed them as the opportunistic predators
all thoughtful people know them to be.
Patrick O’Sullivan

Owen Holland, William Morris’s Utopianism: Propaganda, Politics and Prefiguration
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 337 pp., £67.99 hbk ISBN 9783319596013.

I am reading Owen Holland’s splendid book on Morris’s utopianism, which insists
that News from Nowhere is more ‘now-here’ than ‘no-where’, more locked into late-
Victorian polemic than free-wheelingly speculative about the future, in the midst of
the global coronavirus crisis. ‘Now-here’ for me, as I write in early April, is three weeks
of  UK lockdown, Prime Minister Boris Johnson just out of  intensive care and 980
people dead of  Covid-19 in one day, a total higher than any single day’s tally in Italy
or Spain, which have been the worst affected countries in Europe. Reflecting on
Morris’s utopianism as expressed in News from Nowhere in that grim context, one’s first
thought is surely: well, where are the scientists, either individual inventors or research
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institutes dotted along the Thames valley, who could analyse the genetic structure of
the virus and come up with treatments or vaccines? Francis Bacon had them in his
New Atlantis (1627), where the entire research power of  his College of  Six Days Works
would have been devoted to the pandemic; but they are not to be seen in Morris’s
Nowhere. Yet, on the other side of  the account, one might also reflect that in an
economy that treads as lightly on the earth as Nowhere’s, and that also moves in such
leisurely fashion (horses and carts, rowing up the Thames), the virus might never have
jumped from the animal kingdom to humanity in the first place or, if  it had, it would
have spread very much more slowly than in our own high-tech, fully globalised,
capitalist world. 
Morris’s Philippa the carver is recovering from some serious-though-unspecified

medical condition that’s knocked her out of  action for a couple of  months; she
appears in sprightly visual form on page 86 of  Holland’s book, in an illustration from
the 1900 German translation. So there is illness in News from Nowhere, but clearly this
utopia does not feel a first-hand encounter with death is a crucial part of  any full
utopianism, as Aldous Huxley does in his Island (1962), where we live through the
death by cancer of  Lakshmi MacPhail and thereby take a deep, experiential lesson
in ‘the science that sooner or later we shall all have to be examined in – thanatology’.
Did Morris’s Philippa recover in hospital? we might wonder. Well, if  so, we don’t see
that institution, though in the founding work of  the genre Thomas More found it
necessary to insist that ‘in the circuit of  the city, a little without the walls, they have
four hospitals, so big, so wide, so ample, and so large’; and many of  Utopia’s successors
have done likewise, all the way down to Ernest Callenbach’s Ecotopia (1975), where
William Weston recovers in hospital from his wound in the wargames. Morris shows
none of  this, though we should perhaps reflect that, if  the Thames valley neighbours
can design and build ‘force vehicles’, then they could presumably build ventilators
too, should they turn their minds to the task.
Owen Holland’s fine book, which emerges from an earlier PhD thesis, predates

the current pandemic, so we cannot complain that it does not engage with it, but
arriving for review as it does in the midst of  the current crisis, it necessarily becomes
part of  a meditation on the uses of  Morris’s utopianism in the present. What, after
all, does one want News from Nowhere to be and do? What potential uses and
applications does it have for us? Do we want it to be a stimulus to political action in
the present for the general reader? Or should we see it as a powerful intervention into
the genre of  utopia, which remakes the literary kind to which it belongs, both for its
own time and for the future, pushing it in a ‘heuristic’ rather than ‘juridico-political
model-building’ direction, to borrow Miguel Abensour’s terminology? Or as a textual
specimen which should be subject to all the ingenious new interpretive procedures
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that literary criticism has come up with since its great theoretical turn of  the 1980s?
Or, finally, as Holland regards Morris’s utopia in this volume, as an engagement on
all fronts in the political wrangles of  its own historical moment, as its author fought
not just against capitalist ideology, but also against alternative visions of  communism,
against certain versions of  anarchism and feminism, against contemporary
pastoralism and imperialist romance?
No doubt we want a great work like Morris’s utopia to be and do all of  these

things. Which then raises the question of  their relationship to each other: are there
priorities here, or do these potential uses conflict with one another – even, at an
extreme, cancel each other out? Perhaps such questions are best addressed through
a specific worked example, some local textual detail that opens out in a variety of
ways that may or may not mutually interfere with each other. So let us take the figure
of  Annie, who William Guest encounters in the Hammersmith Guest House early
on in his stay in Nowhere. What is the function of  such a minor character (who, after
the Guest House episodes, will never be seen, or even referred back to, in the book
again)? At the official thematic level of  the text, Guest’s mistaken guess at her age –
twenty, when she is actually forty-two – shows how admirably healthy and beautiful
Morris’s Thames valley neighbours are now that late-Victorian economic inequality
and environmental pollution have been abolished. Later, after Annie has kissed him
‘in her frank and friendly way’, Guest ruefully reflects that ‘so delightful a woman
would hardly be without a due lover of  her own age’. And we might be inclined to
interject to him: well, even so, you may do better investing your emotions here, in
Annie, than in your later infatuation with Ellen at Runnymede and beyond, where
the age gap is not a possibly workable forty-two to fifty-six, but rather a grotesque
fifty-six to twenty! Such an observation remains, I think, at the level of  overt character
interaction and analysis within the book.
Holland approaches the Hammersmith Guest House episode in general, and the

figure of  Annie within it in particular, in the spirit of  his governing hermeneutic slogan:
now-here rather than no-where. In his third chapter, ‘At the Crossroads of  Socialism
and First-Wave Feminism’, which we can take as representative of  his methodology
throughout the book, he offers a richly textured account of  the institutional contexts
and cultural debates of  late-Victorian feminism, liberal and socialist: the Women’s
Protective and Providence League, the National Society for Women’s Suffrage, the
Men and Women’s Club, the Laundry Women’s Co-operative Association; debates
over pit-brow women, eugenics, inward spiritual reform versus outward political
change. Such arguments have their specific literary inflection too, with the realist novel
of  first-wave New Woman fiction mostly devoted to private Bildung, in contrast to the
more collective projects articulated by romance (which, however, can very readily
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reinstall conventional gender divisions). Holland’s brilliant decipherment of  the plots
of  New Woman novels at work in the micro-texture of  News from Nowhere reveals just
how tenacious Morris’s utopian engagement with such everyday contemporary
materials is – definitely now-here rather than no-where! An equally detailed meditation
on issues around female domestic service eventually comes to a literary focus on the
figure of  Annie in the Hammersmith Guest House, that fictional but collectivised
reconstruction of  Morris’s own Hammersmith home: ‘[g]iven the semi-
autobiographical games Morris plays with narrative perspective in Nowhere, and given
the juxtaposition of  Hammond’s comments on housework with May Morris’s diffident
deliberation on the issue [in Commonweal], the “Annie” named in Nowhere appears, in
part, as a fictionalised surrogate of  Annie Allen, or “Annie Cook”’ (p. 88).
But let us try another hermeneutic approach to the figure of  Annie, this time from

the field of  literary theory. From the structuralist approaches of  the 1960s, there
developed the field of  narratology, that would-be ‘science of  narrative’, though it had
had its occasional precursors such as Vladimir Propp’s The Morphology of  the Folktale
(1928). Narratological analysis is of  two kinds, either diachronic, as with Propp, or
synchronic, as with his more radical successors, such as Claude Lévi-Strauss, A.J.
Greimas or Fredric Jameson, who all love reducing narrative temporal sequences to
elegant spatial diagrams and equations. Let us stick here to the former, more
diachronic approach. For when Guest writes, just before his upriver trip with Dick
Hammond and Clara, that Annie’s kiss ‘almost took away from me my desire for the
expedition’, we can surely detect the subliminal presence of  one of  Propp’s sub-
categories: ‘Pursuers (dragons’ wives, etc.) turn into alluring objects and place
themselves in the path of  the hero’. Morris describes News from Nowhere as a ‘utopian
romance’, and if  we emphasise the latter term rather than the former, we shall see
William Guest as a questing hero who must go upriver to regain the lost object which
is either Ellen or Kelmscott Manor. Anyone who potentially interferes with this quest,
as the alluring Annie does by a kiss which radically distracts the hero from it, must be
considered to have entered, if  only for a moment, the Proppian ‘sphere of  action’ of
the villain, whether she is consciously aware of  this or not.
So we have a range of  approaches to Morris’s Annie: thematic, characterological,

historicist and narratological – and all this without even considering her as a possibly
politically inspirational figure in a more determinedly presentist reading of  Morris’s
utopia. Is she the kind of  communist woman a contemporary female reader might
herself  be moved to aspire to be? Now, can all these readings peaceably coexist, or
do they interfere with each other? Is it just a matter of  personal preference or, better,
of  one’s cultural and political formation as to which of  these approaches one most
values? I incline to theoretical approaches to News from Nowhere because I was a
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postgraduate student in the literary-theoretical revolution of  the 1980s and because
I want Morris’s utopia to prove itself  robust and complex enough to cope fruitfully
with all the high-theoretical approaches that could be trained upon it in the wake of
that decade: Bakhtinian, Deleuzian, Jamesonian, and so on. It is not that Owen
Holland is unaware of  this theoretical hinterland, or an Obstinate Refuser of  it: his
founding distinction between now-here and no-where is taken from Deleuze and
Guattari on Samuel Butler’s Erewhon, after all; he uses Jameson several times, and he
has a very suggestive footnote on René Girard on page 99. But his book nonetheless
represents something like a ‘new historicist’ turn against all this, though he does not
mention Stephen Greenblatt or its other exponents. But his study clearly practises
the ‘thick description’ of  new-historicist contextualisation, though without recourse
to its signature motif, the anecdote, that eccentric mini-story which opens history so
that, as Catherine Gallagher and Greenblatt have put it, ‘literary texts could find new
points of  insertion’ (Morris’s literary productions presumably being so
propagandistically immersed in the first place that they do not need such
defamiliarised points of  insertion).
No one has situated Morris’s utopianism within the political and cultural debates

of  his own time as superbly as Owen Holland does across the two hundred and
seventy pages of  his book, but I find myself  worried about a possible ‘winner loses’
logic kicking in here. As you determinedly return News from Nowhere to its immediate,
complex context, do you render it less available for libidinal investment and political
mobilisation in our own urgent moment? Holland has an all too brief  meditation on
these issues in his epilogue ‘Where Are We Now?’, where he welcomely argues for
‘the continuing political relevance of  Morris’s revolutionary politics in the twenty-
first century’. Morris’s utopia may not give us the scientists we need to generate a
Covid-19 vaccine, but its communist vision can surely still stir us to sustained political
anger at a Tory government that, in wanting to protect UK capitalism through a
theory of  ‘herd immunity’, instituted the lockdown too late and therefore at a cost of
many, many additional lives lost. 
Tony Pinkney

Duncan Bowie, The Radical and Socialist Tradition in British Planning: From Puritan
Colonies to Garden Cities (London: Routledge, 2018), 224pp., £100.00 hbk, £40.00 pbk,
ISBN 9781138616561. 

The Radical and Socialist Tradition in British Planning focuses on a period between the late
eighteenth century and 1914 which has been largely ignored in standard histories of
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British planning. While some aspects of  the origins of  planning have been covered,
such as the contribution of  Christopher Wren to the rebuilding of  London after the
Great Fire of  1666 and the role of  wealthy landowners in the development of  the
aristocratic estates of  the west end of  London such as Bloomsbury and Belgravia,
Bowie provides a chronological narrative of  radical and socialist planning and housing
pioneers from the 1790s to the outbreak of  the First World War. Beginning with the
early colonial settlements in the Puritan and Enlightenment eras, such as Savannah
and Philadelphia, it also covers Benthamite utilitarian planning, Owenite and utopian
communitarianism, the Chartists, the First International, Christian socialists and
positivists, radical and working-class land reform campaigns in the late nineteenth
century, and rounds off  with the Garden City pioneers and the institutionalisation
of  the planning profession with the 1909 Housing and Town Planning Act.
Planning as a discipline has been marginalised in recent years. As Bowie puts it in

his introduction, ‘[m]any practitioners and commentators, including this author, take
the view that planning has lost its way. In the British context and more specifically
within the planning regime in England there is now little notion of  a public purpose
and the role of  planners is seen by Government […] as primarily to enable the private
market to respond to the challenges of  growth’ (p. 1). In this authoritative and
scholarly book, Bowie attempts to reclaim the idea of  a public purpose for planning,
and to give it a context beyond the standard histories which tend to start either with
the Garden City movement or with the planning legislation of  the post-war Attlee
government and the creation of  the welfare state. 
However, the book does not start with anything that looks like socialism. Rather

Bowie draws attention to the Puritan impulses of  religious dissidence and political
opposition that led to the establishment of  settlements in America from the ‘pilgrim
fathers’ in 1620 onwards. Many of  these settlers drew their inspiration from the Bible.
John Winthrop was the leader of  the group that established the settlement that
became Boston, and set out his vision of  a Puritan community in his sermon ‘A Model
of  Christian Charity’, which compared the Puritan settlement in the New World with
the Biblical exodus of  the Israelites from Egypt to the Promised Land. ‘For we must
consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill’ is a phrase that still resonates in
contemporary American political discourse. America was a useful test bed for various
ideas about the planning of  new settlements which influenced Enlightenment thinking
back in the home country, especially the design of  Savannah, Georgia. 
Parallel to these experiments was a communitarian tradition with its roots in the

Diggers of  the mid-seventeenth century, running through the Quakers, the
Philadelphians and the Moravians, who were involved in the settlement in Savannah.
But it was Robert Owen who had the greatest impact – or at least his followers did.
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Depending on the perspective of  the writer, Owen is viewed as the founder of  British
socialism (and specifically utopian socialism), the founder of  British trade unionism or
the father of  the British cooperative movement. Bowie argues, convincingly, that Owen
– despite having developed New Lanark in Scotland, described by Bowie as ‘a capitalist
enterprise with an infusion of  business ethics and paternalism’ (p. 48) – was too
autocratic and, especially in later life, millenarian, to establish new settlements that
would last. As with Orbiston near Motherwell in Scotland, Harmony Hall, Hampshire
(the first project of  the Home Colonisation Society founded by Owen) and New
Harmony in Indiana both collapsed after a few years, leading Owen to blame the
participants for failing to follow his principles closely enough. But his influence on
others was profound. Owenite E.T. Craig, who lived to the age of  ninety and was an
active member of  Morris’s Socialist League, established a communitarian settlement
at Ralahine in County Clare, Ireland, in 1831. It only fell apart when the absentee
landlord lost all his money on the gaming tables of  Dublin and the community was
evicted. But socialist communitarianism was essentially escapist, a retreat, where a
select group could live in a community isolated from the evils of  the modern world:
‘[w]hat all these initiatives have in common is a failure to challenge in any practical
sense the contemporary domestic political and economic structures. The focus of  the
communitarians was on transcendence rather than reform – there was no attempt to
take power within the existing society and state, only to escape from it’ (p. 61). As Bowie
remarks, this explains why Owen could win support from the aristocratic and political
elite. He was offering an option that was preferable to conceding social or political
reform to the Chartists or other radical working-class movements. 
After the defeat of  the Chartists it took until the late 1870s before there was a

revival of  agitation for land reform. This period also saw a growth in middle-class
interest in housing conditions and public health – particularly tuberculosis – with a
focus on London’s East End. Octavia Hill published her Homes of  the London Poor in
1875 and the London Trades Council started to pay attention to housing as well as
working conditions. New socialist organisations were being founded, the most
significant being the Democratic Federation (DF) in 1881, which became the Social
Democratic Federation (SDF) in 1884. Land and Labour League veterans such as
Martin James Boon, who had advocated land nationalisation, and Labour
Emancipation League activists such as Ambrose Barker and Frank Kitz, who
advocated the nationalisation of  the mines and transport in addition to land
nationalisation, ensured that the land issue was prominent in the DF/SDF
programme despite its leader Henry Hyndman having little interest in the issue. But
the DF was active on the issue of  rents and sanitary reform and in 1884 published a
Summary of  the Principles of  Socialism written jointly by Hyndman and Morris which
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included a policy on land. 
Debates over land tax and housing were a central feature of  this period, especially

in relation to the reform of  London governance structures which led to the
establishment of  the London County Council in 1889. Other big cities such as
Birmingham, Leeds and Manchester already had well-established and powerful
municipal administrations active in slum clearance, public health, sanitation and the
design and construction of  new suburbs. It was a crucial period for the development
of  the concept of  town planning. Issues around redistribution and ownership –
especially of  land and property – as well as the means of  production, and an
understanding that improvements to living conditions needed to go hand in hand
with the campaigns trades unions were conducting around improvements to working
life, were coming together in the political programmes of  left parties and groupings
such as the Socialist League (SL), Independent Labour Party and the Fabian Society,
although the Labour Party had little understanding or interest in the subject before
World War I.
It was at this time that key figures in the development of  British planning and

architecture prior to World War I, such as Ebenezer Howard, Patrick Geddes and
Raymond Unwin, were emerging. All were influenced to a greater or lesser extent by
the radical movements they encountered. Geddes, often described as the father of
British town planning, established the Edinburgh Social Union and hosted Morris
when he delivered his lecture ‘True and False Society’ in 1886. He was influenced by
the positivist sociologist Frederic Le Play and the anarchist geographers Élisée Reclus
and Peter Kropotkin. But while his mantra of  ‘survey, analysis, plan’ influenced
planners from Abercrombie to Mumford, he was essentially a writer and thinker,
hostile to the whole concept and practice of  governance. As Bowie puts it: ‘Geddes
missed the fundamental point that planning requires institutions and the power of
government’ (p. 153). 
London-based Unwin and Howard were closer to the socialist parties and

movements of  the time and their impact on town planning has been more sustained.
Unwin was a friend of  Edward Carpenter, a member of  the SL and a regular
contributor to Commonweal, where his articles reflected the influences of  Morris and
Ruskin. Unwin reflected the real influence that Morris had in this period on the
development of  town planning and the built environment, though the Arts and Crafts
Movement and its leading lights – Ashbee, Mackmurdo and Lethaby – are more
significant in terms of  architecture than town planning. But in an 1894 lecture entitled
‘Makeshift’, delivered to the Ancoats Recreation Society in Manchester, Morris
expressed his views on Victorian housing in typically forthright terms, describing it
as ‘the worst planned, the most uncomfortable, the most unreasonable’, and
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contrasting the sprawl of  Manchester and Leeds with ‘what a city might be: the centre
with its big public buildings, theatres, squares and gardens; the zone around the centre
with its lesser guildhalls grouping together the houses of  the citizens again with its
parks and gardens; the outer zone again still with its district of  public buildings but
with no definite gardens to it because the whole of  this outer zone would be a garden
thickly besprinkled with homes and other buildings’ (p. 159). Bowie also quotes one
of  Morris’s articles in Justice (19 July 1884), entitled ‘The Housing of  the Poor’, which
offers a critique of  Octavia Hill’s housing management project, where he offers to
‘the philanthropists, some idea of  what we consider decent housing for the working
classes’, saying ‘it might be advisable granting the existence of  huge towns for the
present, that the houses for the workers should be built in tall blocks, in what might
be called vertical streets […] this gathering of  many small houses into a big tall one
would give opportunity for what is also necessary for a decent life, that is garden space
round each block’. He also proposes that the blocks have communal facilities such as
laundries, kitchens and ‘a great hall for dining in’. Bowie’s reaction is that ‘the great
medievalist becomes the inspiration for Corbusian modernism!’ (p. 159). Perhaps
what these apparently contradictory interventions reveal is that Morris was someone
who, had he lived long enough, would have welcomed the development of  town
planning as a discipline that promoted the common good, while maintaining his own
focus on politics and design. It was left to Howard and Unwin to carry the planning
torch into practice. Howard published his book on Garden Cities in 1898 and
established Letchworth in 1903. Designed by Unwin, it was an initiative that was
based on self-supporting philanthropic and cooperative principles rather than a
government-controlled planning system. But Unwin also had a significant input into
post-war British planning, including establishing the principle of  the Green Belt
around London. However, it took the political muscle of  the big municipal authorities
such as Birmingham, Manchester and Leeds to campaign successfully for the first
comprehensive town planning legislation, the 1909 Housing and Town Planning Act
which led to the creation of  the profession itself, and the Town Planning Institute in
1913, with Unwin as a founding Vice President and Geddes as Honorary Librarian.
Bowie shines a fascinating light on the pre-history of  planning, one that focuses

attention on the campaigns and experiments of  working-class radicals and socialists
and their middle-class allies, rather than on the great architects and estates of  Georgian
London or the factory settlements of  Cadbury, Rowntree, Lever and Salt. But for such
an intensely visual history it is hugely disappointing that the publishers have produced
a book without a single map, plan, diagram, sketch or photograph. In foregrounding
this largely ignored aspect of  planning history, Bowie reminds us how much the debates
of  the past are still with us today: the importance of  public health, the quality of
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housing and the need for municipal housing, the protections needed for renters, air
quality issues and even concerns about the length of  journey times for workers to get
into cities. It also reminds us just how badly degraded the planning system has become
over the past forty years, and why in an age of  climate breakdown and global
pandemic, it is so necessary if  we are to secure a decent quality of  life for all.
Martin Stott

Jan Marsh, Pre-Raphaelite Sisters, with contributions by Peter Funnell, Charlotte Gee,
Pamela Gerrish Nunn and Alison Smith (London: National Portrait Gallery, 2019),
207 pp., copiously illustrated in colour and b&w, £35.00 hbk, ISBN 9781855147270.

Jan Marsh has long been concerned to give due attention to the women connected
to the Pre-Raphaelite movement, as well as (more recently) the representation and
inclusion of  black people in Victorian art (Black Victorians, 2005). Her pioneering work
as a biographer, researcher and curator were brought to a fine culmination in the Pre-
Raphaelite Sisters exhibition which ran at the National Portrait Gallery (NPG), London,
from 17 October 2019 to 26 January 2020, and the volume under review here, Pre-
Raphaelite Sisters, is both the catalogue and a landmark contribution to twenty-first
century research on Pre-Raphaelite women.
The book focuses on twelve different women connected in various ways to the

Pre-Raphaelites. Some are better known (Jane Morris, Christina Rossetti); some much
less so (Fanny Eaton, Joanna Boyce Wells). Each were given ‘a room of  their own’ in
the exhibition and have a chapter of  their own here by Marsh, interspersed with four
contextualising essays by the book’s additional contributors. Nicholas Cullinan,
Director of  the NPG, writes in his Foreword that ‘[t]his exhibition and accompanying
publication look beyond the well-known artists who first formed the Brotherhood and
the often-idealised visions of  their work, to place the women of  Pre-Raphaelitism
firmly centre stage’ (p. 6). The Foreword also sets out some of  the different strands of
interest that are to be focused upon: (1) female artists who have been overlooked
(Joanna Boyce Wells, Marie Spartali Stillman, Evelyn De Morgan); (2) the roles of
wives/partners as ‘the hidden lynchpins of  art production’ (p. 6) (Effie Gray Millais,
Georgiana Burne-Jones, Jane Morris); (3) interactions between artists and
model/sitter, via which, ‘[a]s well as inspiring now-iconic works, Pre-Raphaelite
models often transformed their own lives through active engagement in art’ (p. 6)
(Elizabeth Siddal, Annie Miller, Fanny Cornforth, Fanny Eaton, Maria Zambaco,
Christina Rossetti).
Marsh’s shortish but important ‘Introduction: The Sisters and the Movement’
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sets out the ways in which women occupied diverse roles in relation to the Pre-
Raphaelite movement: they were ‘models, sisters, makers, partners, poets’ (p. 8). As
is fitting both to Marsh’s work and to the hosting of  the exhibition at the NPG, there
is still a significant focus on biography, but the danger with some of  these women is
that biography has (always) tended to dominate and overshadow any focus on them
as artists or active contributors. What is key here is the inclusion of  a contextualising
lens that considers women connected to the Pre-Raphaelites in the light of  ‘the
position of  female models, the masculine art world of  the time, the careers of  female
artists and the role of  wives and partners’ (p. 8). Marsh also sets out a significant
timeline, starting with The Pre-Raphaelites exhibition at Tate Gallery in 1984 – a major
reappraisal of  the Pre-Raphaelites – but it featured only one woman as an artist
(Siddal) alongside twenty-eight men. Marsh’s Pre-Raphaelite Sisterhood came out the
following year. Feminist art critics subsequently started giving attention to women
artists. In 1989 Marsh and Gerrish Nunn curated Pre-Raphaelite Women Artists, with an
accompanying book, featuring work by eighteen women. It is worth noting that this
was twenty years ago. It has taken that long for Pre-Raphaelite women to gain centre
stage enough to merit a major exhibition at a central London national gallery. The
2012 Pre-Raphaelites: Victorian Avant-Garde exhibition, at Tate Britain, featured 175
exhibits … with only nine by women. One of  the paradoxes here is that while the
Pre-Raphaelites were founded as a Brotherhood and both the 1984 and 2012
exhibitions perpetuate the view of  them as effectively a cult of  male genius, the
representation of  women, and the popular notion of  the ‘stunner’, is also a key part
of  how Pre-Raphaelite art has been mythologised and passed on. It is this view – that
Pre-Raphaelite effectively means male genius and female model – that Marsh’s
exhibition and book want to challenge.
A helpful chronology is offered from 1837-1927 (the death of  Stillman) before an

essay by Marsh on ‘Pre-Raphaelite Models’. This opens with a full-page photo of
Jane Morris by John Robert Parsons from 1865 and then over the page four smaller
passport-size photos of  Jane are included on the left-hand page, across from nine of
the model Kate Moss. A version of  this juxtaposition will reappear in the final chapter,
and indeed the modern fame of  models such as Moss is something the exhibition was
interested in exploring alongside Pre-Raphaelite models. In the nineteenth century
artists’ models were often anonymous, alongside the perceived dubious morality of
the position. As is well known, the PRB often used family and friends as models –
famously, Christina Rossetti is the model for Mary in The Girlhood of  Mary Virgin and
Ecce Ancilla Domini. Joanna Boyce, Evelyn de Morgan and Georgiana Burne-Jones
(GBJ) are all mentioned as using household servants – an acceptable way of  (middle-
class) women accessing other women as models. Marsh cautions against always
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believing the almost iconic mythographic tales that have become de rigeur about Pre-
Raphaelite models, such as Siddal being discovered by Walter Deverell in a milliner’s
shop. Marsh suggests that they may well have met through the Government School
of  Design. Fanny Eaton modelled primarily for money – i.e. totally professionally –
and she was listed as a casual employee for the Royal Academy Schools. Siddal, Miller
and Cornforth were indeed chosen by the PRB to model for them, but were also
attracted to and shaped by studio life. Social mobility was also conferred on numerous
of  the women connected to the PRB through marrying or partnering into the middle-
class bohemia of  the PRB (Siddal, Morris, Miller). Effie Gray and Georgiana
Macdonald would one day become Lady Millais and Lady Burne-Jones.
The chapter on Elizabeth Siddal opens with an image of  a private collection

watercolour study of  Millais’s Ophelia (1865-66), never before on public view. What
this exhibition did very well was to harness several iconic blockbuster Pre-Raphaelite
paintings, such as Holman Hunt’s The Awakening Conscience (conveniently just shipped
down the road from Tate Britain), but to make the focus a contextualisation of  the
model, or – as in this case – to unearth a much lesser-known version of  a very famous
painting. While Marsh wants to offer biographical details for each of  the twelve
women considered – and she knows a good deal about Siddal having published The
Legend of  Elizabeth Siddal in 1989 – recent work (e.g by Serena Trowbridge on her
poetry) also focuses on her as an artist in her own right, as is done here. Numerous
watercolours and drawings by Siddal are included. Dante Gabriel Rossetti (DGR)
gathered all her poems and drawings after her death and they were inherited by
William Michael Rossetti who published the first account of  her creative endeavours
in 1905. This is somewhat double-edged, as such early accounts fix some of  the
biographical narratives it subsequently becomes difficult to dislodge or correct.
Christina Rossetti (CR) is probably the most well-known of  all the women

included, and of  course has her own profile as a poet. She is intimately connected to
the Pre-Raphaelites through the visual collaborations with her brother in the
production of  her poetry, as well as her being a sitter for DGR. A full-page colour
image of  DGR’s exquisite 1866 portrait of  Christina heads the chapter and several
pastel or chalk portraits in this volume are (to my eyes) some of  the finest works
included (see also DGR’s 1877 image of  CR and mother Frances Mary Lavinia
Rossetti). It is refreshing to see them. Goblin Market and other Poems (1862) is included to
display the title page and frontispiece illustrations by DGR, and the exhibition also
included the manuscript version of  ‘In an Artist’s Studio’ (composed 1856; not
published until after CR’s death). I am not one generally to think book reviews are
about being pedantic about spelling errors in books, but oddly in this chapter at one
point ‘Rosetti’ is spelt wrongly and one of  CR’s most famous poems is described as
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‘A Cristmas Carol’. Also included is one of  my favourite Pre-Raphaelite images of
all time – DGR’s cartoon of  Christina Rossetti in a Tantrum (1862), which I frequently
took my Victorian Literature students to see at Wightwick Manor, Wolverhampton.
By the time I reached the chapter on Effie Gray Millais, I noticed it was the third

on the run to mention depression. As Mrs. Ruskin, Effie is bound up in one of  the
most notorious Pre-Raphaelite stories (what did not happen on their wedding night,
or ever subsequently), and while Marsh does mention the famous story, it is not given
great prominence and is here less than one sentence. Mrs. Ruskin will also become
Mrs. Millais, and the touching drawing of  The Countess as Barber (1853) showing Effie
cutting Millais’s hair, highlights their growing intimacy. Marsh is keen to highlight
the agency and influence of  women such as Effie in the continued success of  one of
the Pre-Raphaelite ‘geniuses’. Once married in 1855: ‘so began her long, unofficial
career as assistant and colleague’ (p. 50). She kept a notebook with details of  each of
Millais’s works-in-progress and was an effective and efficient manager of  the
household and studio. Marsh comments that her ‘management of  her husband’s
working practices has rarely been acknowledged, and her active role in the production
of  Pre-Raphaelite art ignored’ (p. 52). Towards the end of  the chapter a full-page
portrait of  Effie Millais (1873) by John Millais is included, portraying her ‘in her
matronly mid-forties’ (p. 53). It is good to see some of  these much less well-known
images, which are often held in more off-the-beaten-track collections (here, Perth
Museum and Art Gallery).
Peter Funnell’s essay on ‘Brotherhoods and Artistic Masculinities’ may seem odd

in this catalogue. It focuses almost entirely on men, but key is its contemporary
masculinities approach, noting recent work on the homosocial nature of  the PRB.
Funnell is also quite critical of  whether there was actual artistic equality in ventures
that have sometimes been portrayed as offering it to women, such as the decoration
and furnishing of  Red House.
Annie Miller is actually well-known to Pre-Raphaelite aficionados, even if  they

do not know it, as the model for the woman in The Awakening Conscience. She was from
a relatively poor background and was educated to be a fittingly appropriate wife for
Holman Hunt. This fell through. Hunt does not come out of  this account well as he
clearly found Miller too frivolous for his liking. Nonetheless she features as model for
some fine paintings, including Il Dolce far Niente (1866) and DGR’s Woman in Yellow
(1863). At the age of  twenty-eight she married Captain Thomson, thus still effecting
the social mobility rise that Hunt potentially denied her.
I found the chapter on Fanny Cornforth (born Sarah Cox into a blacksmith’s

family) one of  the most interesting. The focus of  noting precisely what paintings some
of  the models sat for renders their influence highly suggestive. Cornforth was drawn
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for a head study for Found in 1853, and was also used by John Roddam Spencer
Stanhope for his Thoughts of  the Past (1859). You would not see the likeness between
the two faces. Cornforth is also the model for Bocca Baciata (1866), which marks DGR’s
significant shift to a more sensuous Venetian style. ‘Fanny embodied the pictorial
move from saints to courtesans’, notes Marsh (p. 79). Marsh also says Fanny was
DGR’s first sexual relationship and makes an explicit link to his writing of  ‘Jenny’.
However, DGR married Siddal in spring 1860, and Fanny married Timothy Hughes,
a mechanic, in August the same year. Almost as soon as Siddal was buried, in 1862,
Cornforth reappeared in DGR’s life and was an incredibly faithful support and
companion to him. Her influence is considerable: ‘over the next few years […] she
had the greatest impact on Rossetti’s art and that of  the movement as a whole’ (p.
82). It is hers that is the face in many of  his most luxuriant and sensuous paintings.
Despite DGR effectively abandoning Fanny once he became fully besotted with Jane
Morris, after 1868, she remained incredibly loyal, returning to nurse him after a
breakdown in the mid 1870s. A heart-tugging letter to DGR is quoted: ‘[y]ou shall
never say that I forsook you although I felt it very much when another woman was
put in my place when not wanted the keys taken from me’ (p. 85). Cornforth was then
treated shockingly after DGR’s death in 1882, not being informed of  his final illness
and not allowed to attend the funeral. The desire to write her out of  the narrative of
DGR’s life clearly began straight away. She gradually sold artworks that DGR had
gifted her to Charles Fairfax Murray and American collector Samuel Bancroft Jr. In
later years she developed dementia and was sent to West Sussex County Asylum. A
photo of  Cornforth on admission, aged seventy-one (1907), is poignantly included.
We then move on to two of  the women who are least well known, one of  whom

is Joanna Boyce Wells. She lived only thirty years from 1832-62 and I cannot help
but wonder what she would have gone on to do had she lived longer, such was her
talent. Some recent work has been done on Boyce Wells by Sue Bradbury, and Marsh
draws on that. Her paintings of  Elgiva (1855), Study of  Fanny Eaton (1861) and Thou
Bird of  God (1861) make her look like a lost genius. She died after the birth of  her
second daughter, and the conflict between woman-as-artist and woman-as-mother is
painfully writ large in her biography. DGR apparently said she was ‘[a] great artist
sacrificed to bringing more kids into the world as if  there were not other women just
fit for that’ (p. 95). Her husband Henry Wells’s portrait of  her (1850-60) shows ‘a
confident, thoughtful personality’ (ibid.), though she was apparently also diffident and
lacked a certain surety in her obvious ability.
Pamela Gerrish Nunn’s contextual essay ‘Beyond the Parlour’ focuses on women

as artists during the mid- to late nineteenth century. The fault lines arise around
amateur painters such as Siddal and Georgiana Burne-Jones being drawn towards
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the professional practice of  their partners, while not being able to access their training,
alongside – as the century progresses – professionally-trained women artists wanting
remuneration and public platforms for their work. In 1860 Laura Herford
anonymously passed the Royal Academy Schools’ entry test, upping the pressure on
training schools to justify why they would not allow women in. The Slade School of
Art was set up a decade later and promised equal treatment of  women. Evelyn De
Morgan was one of  its first prize winners, and Maria Zambaco also trained there as
a medallist. 
The exquisite Study of  Fanny Eaton by Boyce Wells was one of  the promotional

images for the exhibition, and Eaton is described by Marsh as ‘hiding in plain sight’
in numerous Pre-Raphaelite paintings as the go-to model for ‘biblical and African or
near-Eastern figures in many mid-Victorian pictures’ (p. 102). While the notion of
interchangeability here can seem racist in itself  on the part of  the Pre-Raphaelite
painters who used her, once you have seen them Eaton’s features and presence
become visible to the viewer in a whole new way. Once again, she is not a new twenty-
first-century discovery, but was first identified by Gerrish Nunn in 1988. The chapter
provides a biographical account of  her life by her great grandson, Brian Eaton, who
has researched her extensively. She was born in Jamaica and moved to Britain during
the 1840s. Eaton worked as a domestic servant, and married James Eaton, a cab
driver. They had ten children. As mentioned earlier, she was well known to the RA
as a potential model and was professionally paid for her services. Marsh featured her
in the Black Victorians exhibition of  2005-6 and she appears in paintings by Simeon
and Rebecca Solomon, Albert Moore, Millais and DGR. In total more than twenty
paintings feature her. The chapter ends with a moving story of  Brian Eaton tracking
her down to an unmarked grave with seven other burials in Margravine Road
Cemetery in Hammersmith. A memorial service took place for her in 2017. 
From a Morris Studies perspective Jane Morris is obviously a more well-known

figure, and the biographical details here are keen to emphasise her ‘central role in
Pre-Raphaelite art, as model and muse, and [her] pioneering position in the Arts and
Crafts movement through embroidery’ (p. 110). Jane Burden ‘changed her life’ (p.
110) by posing for DGR as Queen Guinevere for his part of  the Oxford Union Murals
in 1857. In 1858 she was famously painted by William Morris as Iseult. Jane joined
William in designing and making for Morris and Co. and The Red House, and from
1866 took over management of  needlework commissions for Morris and Co. Her
own pieces gained ‘a reputation for outstanding quality’ (p. 115). From the later 1860s
she became DGR’s main model, and perhaps the most famous image of  her –
Proserpine (1877) – adorns the cover of  the book. Hitherto unseen by pretty much
anyone is a calligraphic keepsake she created for Rosalind Howard of  Tennyson’s
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‘Tears, Idle Tears’ (1878). It is somewhat in the style of  William Morris’s calligraphy
in A Book of  Verse (1870). In older age she is also painted by Evelyn De Morgan for
The Hour Glass (1904). The book is keen to show the links between the women
included. Clearly many of  them knew each other (very well), and on occasions they
used each other as models.
Georgiana Burne-Jones (GBJ) is another artist manquée, although she is of  course

better known than Boyce Wells. GBJ took classes at the Government School of  Design
aged fifteen. An early work of  hers, inspired by the Thomas Hood poem ‘The Bridge
of  Sighs’ is included. GBJ features as a model for a number of  Edward Burne-Jones’s
paintings, but she also was a potentially skilled wood engraver, and a scrapbook exists
for a planned illustrated book of  tales to be created by Siddal and GBJ. It was never
realised. A dreadful (but typical) quote is included from Ruskin about the wifely
appropriateness of  ‘cutting one’s husband’s drawings on the woodblock: there is just
the proper quantity of  echo in it’ (p. 129). In a striking 1863 gouache of  her by EBJ
GBJ looks serious and slightly anxious. Marsh comments that ‘childcare and
housekeeping, combined with a near fatal infection that killed her second son after
birth, effectively ended her pursuit of  art’ (p. 132). Fairfax Murray paints her in 1870,
with ‘a steely, discomfiting gaze’ (p. 132). Hard not to read into that interpretation
that EBJ was by now infatuated with Maria Zambaco. It is the same year that William
Morris gifts GBJ the exquisite calligraphic manuscript of  A Book of  Verse. GBJ was
able and talented, and one of  EBJ’s humorous sketches shows her studying Latin in
the 1880s, the large table strewn with open books, and a cat perching amongst them.
Marsh suggests that ‘her last and […] greatest contribution to Pre-Raphaelitism is
the two-volume Memorials of  Sir Edward Burne-Jones (1902)’, which is described as ‘[a]
model of  its genre’ (p. 134). The chapter ends with the well-known photograph by
Frederick Hollyer of  the Morrises and Burne-Joneses arranged on and around a
bench (1874).
Charlotte Gere’s essay focuses on ‘Models, Wives and Mistresses’. She discusses

the management of  studio space, which was often done by women in the household.
GBJ notes her own ‘feeling of  exile’ from EBJ’s studio once she had become a mother.
Annie Allen is also mentioned here, niece of  Philip and Mary Comley, who were
caretakers for Kelmscott Manor. Annie was both maid and cook at Kelmscott and
also appeared in DGR’s Marigolds (1874). She has been turned into a recognisable
‘stunner’, her long red hair visible beneath a black cowl, but Marsh notes this as ‘a
rare Pre-Raphaelite depiction of  a domestic servant at work’ (p. 143).
Maria Zambaco ‘[p]rovok[ed] a major drama in the Pre-Raphaelite soap opera

[a suicide pact with EBJ] but [this] was but the introduction to an artistic career that
has been ignored’ (p. 146). As EBJ’s sometime lover Zambaco features as the face of
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many key women in EBJ’s most famous paintings, such as Nimue in The Beguiling of
Merlin (1877), and also in The Tree of  Forgiveness (1870). So often in these paintings the
seeming innocence of  EBJ’s women tips over into their irresistible destructiveness as
femme fatales. Zambaco painted under EBJ’s guidance but extant paintings and any
chronicles of  her artistic life are hard to find. She took up sculpture in 1880, however,
studied at The Slade School, and subsequently went to Paris and studied with Rodin.
‘With sculpture’, says Marsh, ‘Zambaco found her metier’ (p. 153). She produced a
number of  appealing bas-relief  bronze medallions, as well as a freestanding bronze
of  Eros bending his bow, titled L’Amour irrésistible (1896). The chapter ends with
Marsh’s comment that ‘work to recover her oeuvre has only just begun’ (p. 155).
As with Zambaco, Marie Spartali Stillman came from a wealthy cosmopolitan

background, and the chapter opens with a fine portrait of  her by Ford Madox Brown,
with whom she studied. Stillman had a long exhibiting career, producing over one
hundred works, but it has been overshadowed by her minor role as a model for DGR
and others. She was also a close friend of  Jane Morris and when both were widowed
they spent summers together at Kelmscott Manor. The Gere chapter also contains
Stillman’s fine watercolour The Long Walk at Kelmscott Manor, Oxfordshire (undated). She
lived in Florence for a number of  years, among the Anglo-American ex-pat artistic
community there. The Italianate influence is strong in the subject matter of  a number
of  paintings included, as well as in some watercolour landscapes. 
Evelyn De Morgan is one of  the better-known women artists connected with the

broader Pre-Raphaelite movement, and she was ‘an ambitious and accomplished
artist’ (p. 170). She was professionally trained and one of  the few women to exhibit
at the Grosvenor Gallery during the Pre-Raphaelite ‘Aesthetic’ phase. She married
William De Morgan in 1887 and her success as an artist partially supported his work
as a ceramicist. Once again it is a chalk and pastel Head of  Jenny Morris (c. 1905) that
is one of  the most affecting here. De Morgan often used personification to illustrate
moral and spiritual (and Spiritualist) concepts, working in the tradition of  female
figures representing abstract ideas and ideals. A somewhat dismissive quote from EBJ
on De Morgan suggests he actually regarded her as ‘a rival’ (p. 175), and the De
Morgans were close friends with the Morrises.
Alison Smith’s ‘The Sisterhood and its Afterlife’ concludes the book and opens

with a full-page photo of  singer Florence Welch, reflected back to herself  in a mirror,
echoing the mirrored Fanny Cornforth photo by William Downey (c. 1867). This
takes us back to the opening Introduction, and, indeed, on the day I attended the Pre-
Raphaelite Sisters exhibition there was an event about Pre-Raphaelite fashion, and I
think Welch was going to be in attendance later during the day. The place seemed
full of  tall, youngish, attractive long-haired women who were sporting a distinctive
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floaty-dress aesthetic. Smith comments rightly how ‘art and life have become so
[problematically] enmeshed as to prove inseparable’ (p. 182) so often in discussions
of  the Pre-Raphaelites. She is also aware how today, for some art critics, the Pre-
Raphaelites are still regarded as ‘on the fringes of  modernism’ (p. 182) and how
women were represented, as well as a disdain for the work of  ‘lesser’ women artists,
compounds entrenched views about the shortcomings of  Pre-Raphaelitism. Smith
offers a brief  overview of  changing attitudes towards Pre-Raphaelite women over the
twentieth century, starting out with the problem of  early biographies which very much
downplayed or erased women’s contributions. In 1948 William James, grandson of
Effie Gray, published a vindication of  her designed to counter such egregious
distortions of  the truth as the 1912 silent film The Love of  John Ruskinwhich portrayed
Ruskin as magnanimously offering Effie her freedom and then acting as best man at
the Millais wedding! In a more art-historical-critical vein, Smith notes how the 1984
exhibition marks ‘the culmination of  a narrative as it had developed into the twentieth
century, with women […] occupying an essentially decorative or supportive role’ (p.
186). She cites Deborah Cherry and Griselda Pollock’s damning review of  the
exhibition, Patriarchal Power and the Pre-Raphaelites (1984), which focused on the erasure
of  class, gender and race. 
It is surely true that ‘each generation reinvents Pre-Raphaelitism through the

prism of  its own preoccupations’ (p. 187). 1980s feminism was predominantly negative
about male representations and the way, for example, Siddal’s identity as an artist
was erased to subsume her into the narrative of  DGR’s romantic genius. More recent
biographical accounts have continued to grapple with the extent to which women
‘could ever have expected a fulfilling life within Pre-Raphaelitism’ (p. 187). ‘Second
generation’ women such as Stillman and de Morgan were undoubtedly able to avail
themselves of  professional training opportunities not available to women who came
earlier. The book ends with a gesture towards the influence of  websites and blogs
today, citing Stephanie Graham Pina’s Preraphaelitesisterhood.com. ‘For a younger
generation of  women’, suggests Smith, ‘the Pre-Raphaelite woman is no longer a
problem but a phenomenon that can be enjoyed on both an intellectual and stylistic
level: as a lesson in history and self-fashioning’ (p. 187). Pre-Raphaelite Sisters is a
definitive coming of  age of  a generation of  feminist art historical research and
scholarship: it is able to offer expert overviews of  what has been, while being aware
of  new trends and where there is still (much) work to be done. It is an excellent read.
Rosie Miles
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Joseph North, Literary Criticism: A Concise Political History (Cambridge: MA, Harvard
University Press, 2017), 253 pp., $41.00 hbk, ISBN: 9780674967731.

Joseph North’s Literary Criticism: A Concise Political History was published in 2017, and
it has been very widely reviewed in the London Review of  Books, the Los Angeles Review
of  Books, the Times Higher Education Supplement and elsewhere. North ably charts the
twists and turns in the process of  professional consolidation that saw literary criticism
secure its status as a recognised discipline within the academy during the early
twentieth century and beyond. In telling this story, North arrives at a provocative (if
not wholly original) conclusion: today’s literary critics should abandon the dominant
scholarly-historicist paradigm which prevails within the discipline and instead seek
‘to find intellectually rigorous and institutionally coherent ways of  putting our cultural
analyses to practical use’ (p. 210). He is at pains to point out that he does not mean
by this that he is seeking to ‘reanimate something like a mid-century apparatus for
the production of  liberal subjectivity’ (ibid.), not least because North is more interested
in the production of  other, not necessarily ‘liberal’ subjectivities. 
One might quibble with North’s decision to commence his avowedly concise

history of  literary criticism with I.A. Richards, whose ‘incipiently materialist’ (p. 14)
posture North is concerned to re-evaluate, if  not exactly to rescue. What about George
Saintsbury, for example, or Arthur Quiller-Couch? A certain kind of  deterministic
materialism, the reach of  which extended further than Richards, definitely lingered
in the air during the early decades of  the twentieth century. One might think of
Virginia Woolf ’s injunction in A Room of  One’s Own (1929) to reflect on ‘what effect
poverty has on the mind; and what effect wealth has on the mind’. Or, slightly further
back, one might think of  Quiller-Couch’s comment (as quoted by Woolf) that ‘a poor
child in England has little more hope than had the son of  an Athenian slave to be
emancipated into that intellectual freedom of  which great writings are born’. But
North’s central argument can hardly be said to stand or fall on such minor sins of
omission, though the entire story would begin to look very different if  its starting point
were that of, say, Gauri Viswanathan’s Masks of  Conquest: Literary Study and British Rule
in India (1989). Nevertheless, quibbles about structure and chronology aside, the
substance of  North’s argument certainly merits the attention that it has already
received.
North concludes his Preface with the contention that ‘there is much at stake here

for the left’, not least because contemporary political struggle ‘is being fought, must
be fought, on the terrain of  sensibility’ (p. xi). He envisages for the book an audience
of  ‘interested general readers’, ‘students and professors of  literature’ and ‘friends on
the left, who cross all these categories’ (ibid.). Towards the beginning of  Literary Criticism,
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he also indicates – without quite making explicit – his own alignment, within the
broad terrain of  ‘the left’, to the particular tradition of  historical materialism (p. 24).
Where Raymond Williams (who features heavily in the book) had been forthright in
his assertion that cultural materialism is a Marxist theory, as Williams made clear in
the Introduction to Marxism and Literature (1977), North’s allusive profession of
belonging, which he at times identifies with the ‘shame of  self-exposure’ (p. 170), is
rather more hedged and wary.  
Elsewhere in Preface, North wisely augurs: 

Readers within the discipline who are not on the left in the sense I indicate
here may find themselves somewhat at odds with the political sensibility, and
associated ranges of  tone, at work in certain parts of  the book; readers on the
left who are not within the discipline may need more convincing that there
really is something at stake, for the larger movement, in an extended discussion
of  matters literary, aesthetic, and methodological. 

(pp. ix-x)

His ranges of  tone, which extend to include the comradely, the critical and the
stingingly caustic, will certainly win friends and make enemies. To both groups of
readers envisaged above, he offers the provisional justification that:

one of  my larger claims is that many of  the deeper interests of  these two
audiences would be the same, if  only we could come to recognize them as
such, in that the incipiently materialist account of  the aesthetic that lies at the
root of  the discipline, and continues to mark its central practice of  ‘close
reading’, is properly understood as part of  a longer history of  resistance to
the economic, political, and cultural systems that prevent us from cultivating
deeper modes of  life. 

(p. x)

One can only assume that the vaguely Leavisite echo here (‘deeper modes of  life’) is
probably deliberate. Elsewhere, North sounds an almost plaintive note. Indeed, at
one point, he pauses his quick-fire narrative to accentuate a different Leavisite echo,
‘specifically, the echo of  Leavis’ Arnold’, before remarking that he hopes it will be
‘jarring enough to make you long, as I do, for a discipline that would set itself  the
task of  trying to compose a better language to fall back upon in such instances’ (p.
167).  
Intriguingly for readers of  the JWMS, one of  the figures whom North suggests
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lies behind Richards’s incipient materialism is William Morris, whom he identifies as
‘key figure’ for the British New Left’s project of  bringing together ‘the aesthetic
tradition of  Romanticism’ and ‘the more strictly political and economic insights of
Marxism, socialism, and cognate movements on the radical left’ (p. 73). For North,
Morris matters because he rejected the idea ‘that the aesthetic realm was to be
understood as a standing critique of  utility’, and he insisted instead on thinking about
the aesthetic ‘precisely as a deeper kind of  utility’ (p. 75). Had Raymond Williams and
other critics of  the New Left paid sufficient attention to this aspect of  Morris’s
thought, ‘Morris should have been recognised as the clue to the fact that the latter
project needed to be carried out, not by dismissing the aesthetic entirely, but by
reframing it in instrumental and materialist terms’ (p. 76). So Morris, it seems, is the
real fountainhead of  the ‘incipient materialism’ that North finds to be at the core of
the discipline of  literary criticism. 
North deals with Morris relatively quickly, and his brief  remarks are accurate and

apposite, but Morris, of  course, also had a context, and it might thus be reasonable
to expect some elucidation of  this context, because Morris’s materialism – like that
of  Richards, albeit differently situated  – did not float freely, but developed within the
milieu of  the revolutionary socialist movement of  the 1880s and 1890s. North knows
this, and acknowledges it, but, in doing so, he relies, however minimally, on the very
scholarly-historcist and contextualist paradigm that he simultaneously wants to
disavow or, at least, to de-emphasise. But should it be disavowed?  
Throughout the book, North repeatedly stresses his interest in what he describes

as the ‘incipient materialism’ (p. 63), or ‘incipiently materialist’ practices (pp. x 14,
15, 27 30, 38, 81, 152, 153), of  the founding figures of  ‘close reading’, a disciplinary
method which has been central to the teaching of  literature in many Anglophone
universities at least since Richards’s Practical Criticism: A Study Literary Judgement (1929)
began to assert its influence during the decades following its publication. North finds
it chiefly in the work of  Richards, whom he regards, together with William Empson,
as the chief  instigator of  the tradition of  close reading ‘based in an instrumental or
(loosely speaking) pragmatist aesthetics, directed toward an advanced utilitarian model
of  aesthetic and practical education’ (p. 27). And Richards certainly offers some
striking (even reductive) observations on the way in which social being might be said
to influence literary consciousness. As Richards put it in the concluding chapter of
Practical Criticism: ‘[n]o one at all sensitive to rhythm, for example, will doubt that the
new pervasive, almost ceaseless, mutter or roar of  modern transport, replacing the
rhythm of  the footstep or of  horses’ hoofs, is capable of  interfering in many ways
with our reading of  verse’. If  one were being uncharitable, one might describe this
supposition as a poetics of  technological determinism, based on the rather shaky
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assumption that the invention of  the motorcar has somehow led people to forget how
to walk. One also wonders what Richards might have had to say about the bicycle.  
Raymond Williams’s role in North’s impressively capacious panorama is no less

surprising. For North, Williams is not the marginal outsider that he presented himself
to be in the Introduction to Marxism and Literature, where Williams describes his
difficulty in finding any secure sense of  belonging within a discipline then largely
given over to post-Arnoldian, liberal-humanist forms of  idealism. Rather, Williams
figures as one of  the key exponents and exemplars of  what North characterises as a
scholarly turn during the ‘late 1970s or early 1980s’ (pp. 2, 11) to a historicist and
contextualist paradigm for the production of  cultural knowledge, which, North
suggests, was directed against the idealist tendencies in mainstream literary criticism.
(Quite whether Williams himself  would have agreed with North’s assessment of  his
apparent victory on this intellectual front remains open to question).  
The division between scholars and critics is a familiar one. The story is usually

told with some reference to Leavis and his Oxford antagonist F.W. Bateson, though
Bateson is notably absent in North’s account. But for North, that familiar division
takes on a new guise in his offhand reimagining of  ‘the subsequent history of  the
discipline as, in part, a competition between Foucauldian “scholars” and Derridean
“critics”’ in which ‘the Foucauldians win’ (p. 229) – at least insofar as the Foucault-
inspired schools of  new historicism and queer theory achieved a more lasting presence
within the discipline than did the de Manian and Yale School varieties of
deconstruction.   
The crux of  North’s argument is that literary scholars who identify with the left

should undertake a major effort to reanimate the project of  literary criticism, set against
what he takes to be the dominant paradigm of  historicist scholarship. Such a
reorientation would involve a (re)turn to aesthetic education that would help to shape
readers’ critical faculties, rather than simply consolidating an institution geared
towards the professional production of  historical knowledge. He thus counterposes a
materialist aesthetic against the falsely universalising idealism of  the New Critics who,
so North claims, misread Richards even as they carried many of  his ideas across the
Atlantic, from Cambridge to Kenyon College. 
Yet if, as North is surely correct to point out, Richards pioneered the method of

practical criticism in the hope of  cultivating and training a certain mode of  attention
associated with the practice of  ‘close reading’, it is also worth keeping in mind that
Richards believed he had discovered a method with some claim to ‘scientific’
authority. Richards explained in Practical Criticism that the ‘indispensible instrument’
of  his inquiry was psychology. And much of  Richards’s Practical Criticism is taken up
with description of  what he styles as an ‘experiment’ – borrowing the language (and
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the practice) of  empirical observation from the natural sciences. North seizes on
Richards’s claim that Practical Criticism represents ‘a piece of  fieldwork in comparative
ideology’, but the concomitant claim to scientific method is surely at least as significant
insofar as it reveals something about Richards’s anxiety as a leading practitioner in a
relatively young discipline that was still seeking to establish its respectability within
the academy. 
One finds an uncanny return of  such scientific aspirations in Franco Moretti’s

recent efforts to pioneer a form of  so-called ‘distant reading’, polemical in its
opposition to the practice of  ‘close reading’, even as it relies on a hidden affinity with
Richards’s early experiments in its claim to pursue a novel (and ‘scientific’) method
of  reading. Where Richards was concerned to analyse and evaluate the ‘data’
provided to him in his student guinea-pigs’ protocols, Moretti, it might be observed,
is more concerned with what literary meta-data might have to tell us about the
unspoken assumptions of  the discipline. Where Richards was interested in
transformation of  quantity (the protocols) into quality (discerning critical judgement),
Moretti seems primarily interested in pursuing a quantitative methodology for its own
sake. Moretti’s recent work, as North points out, professes a ‘general commitment to
reforming the discipline by making it more objective, quantitative, and therefore
properly “scientific”’ (p. 110).       
At its grandest, North’s central argument might be construed as an attempt to

discover the discipline’s political unconscious – what he knowingly terms, in the title
of  his fourth chapter, the ‘critical unconscious’. In this chapter, North surveys a wide
range of  contemporary theoretical orientations in literary criticism and finds in them
all a common point of  unstated agreement. For North, many of  the recent departures
in critical trends and schools as diverse as queer theory, ecocriticism, world literature,
new aestheticism and new formalism represent oscillations within, or frustrated
attempts to reach beyond, the dominant historicist paradigm.    
Is there, then, anything to be said for this allegedly ‘dominant’ paradigm? One

might ask: what is so bad about the production of  historical knowledge anyway?
North would answer that it is too much in keeping with neoliberalism’s hollowing out
of  the academy’s genuinely critical potential. For North, such a modus operandi
appears problematic because it offers little more than the curation of  a dead
knowledge, whereas he aspires to precipitate a situation in which critical interventions
might actively count as more properly political interventions. Even if  this part of  the
argument is rejected, one might certainly agree that the conditions and relations of
contemporary intellectual production are in profound crisis insofar as the rhetoric of
scholarly professionalisation, which abounds in some quarters, is more and more
haunted by the spectre of  proletarianisation. Yet North is also frustratingly vague
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when it comes to specifying what he means by intervention, and what forms such
intervention might take. 
North’s history is, indeed, concise, and can be rendered concisely. In the academic

study of  literature, he accentuates the existence of  a critical turn during the 1920s
and 1930s, predominantly identified with the work of  Richards and other early
practitioners of  practical criticism, which was co-opted for more conservative
purposes in its transition to the United States. In the response to this conservative co-
optation, North finds the origins of  an ensuing scholarly turn towards history and
context (in which Raymond Williams is said to play a key role) and argues now for a
return to criticism, thus bringing the wheel full circle (at least insofar as his narrative
is concerned). Moving round in circles is, to be sure, one kind of  revolutionary activity,
but there are other kinds too. 
North’s laudably ambitious aim is to re-orientate the work of  contemporary

literary critics from ‘mere’ diagnosis to more active forms of  ‘intervention’, but his
own evaluation of  the practical political consequences of  such a move, and its
contexts, is mostly noticeable by its absence. Despite the proffered concern with
materialism, incipient or otherwise, it might thus be reasonable to detect a residual
idealism in North’s implicit (and sometimes explicit) claim that a radical shift in the
intellectual domain of  literary criticism will produce any lasting social and political
effects. After all, the capacity for intervention, and the critic’s sphere of  interventionist
activity, must, ultimately, reach beyond criticism, beyond the institution, and beyond
the institution of  criticism, if  it is to be properly political, and this surely requires a
very different kind of  ‘work’. 
Owen Holland 
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