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A highlight of the William Morris centenary year in 1996 was the conference 
organised by the William Morris Society at Exeter College, Oxford. This attracted 
180 participants of whom 60 gave papers. This handsomely produced volume, 
ably edited by Peter Faulkner and Peter Preston, contains 18 of these papers written 
by scholars from Australia, Britain, Canada, Italy, New Zealand and the USA. It 
also contains some superbly produced colour plates which were partly funded by 
the William Morris Society. 

The editors, as to be expected from two well-respected Morrisians, have provided 
a wide-ranging Introduction to the collection. They note the many books on Morris 
that were published during the centenary year and single out three groups of texts 
for particular attention: the V&A Catalogue (edited by Linda Parry), the final two 
volumes of Norman Kelvin's The Collected Letters of William Morris, and my own 
publications on Morris's political writings. They then go on to consider the various 
contributions to the volume, and conclude - most appropriately - that 'in a society 
where art and culture are all too readily commodified, and where the vigilance 
that liberty demands of us is still necessary, the courage and commitment of 
Morris's lifelong endeavour offers a sustaining hope' (p. 17). 

The book is divided into four parts. Part I - on 'Morris and the Environment' 
- consists of a single essay by Florence Boos entitled 'An Aesthetic Ecocommunist: 
Morris the Red and Morris the Green'. Boos's central contention is that Morris 
was 'an important predecessor of late twentieth-century environmentalism . . . from 
"deep" ecological and ecofeminist "theorists", to "pragmatic" activists and 
resource planners' (p. 22). Amongst the latter she cites Arne Naess, Carolyn 
Merchant, Ramachandra Guha and Winona LaDuke. I found this all rather 
unconvincing as no evidence is advanced to suggest that any of these activists had 
even heard of Morris. It seemed to me that any similarities in their ideas were 
merely coincidental. In any case Morris believed that environmental degradation 
was a symptom of capitalism and could not be addressed until the system had been 
swept aside and replaced by communism. This is precisely what he depicted in 
News from Nowhere. 

Part I1 of the book is devoted to 'Morris and Literature'. It opens with an essay 
by William Blissett entitled 'Shadow of Turning in The Earthly Paradise'. Blissett 
makes the valid point that despite the recent work of American scholars such as 
Boos, Carole Silver, Charlotte Oberg and Blue Calhoun, The Earthly Paradise 
seems to be suffering the same critical neglect as the prose romances did twenty 
years ago. He then goes on to provide an accessible and elegantly written 
introduction to the poem which concentrates on the recurrent motif of turning. 
Maybe this, along with the imminent publication of Boos's new edition of the 
poem, will encourage a reassessment of this important work. 
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