




located in the experience of the flesh rather than in the eye, and perceived from inside­
out. It would be an attribute of how we feel ourselves to move in the world and to
be touched by the world. Furthermore, it would be an attribute of active, productive
bodies, and therefore a kind of beauty necessary to, as well as resulting from, the
social transformation he envisioned in his political work and writings.

In News from Nowhere, Morris devotes a good deal of time to exploring this new
concept of beauty, through representations of the utopian body as both beautiful and
vigorous. First, one must nore that the 'comeliness' of the people is not primarily a
matter of beautiful faces. Narrator Guest immediately notices the health and strength
of the women he encounters, 'so shapely and well-knit' (3: 14), and he frequently
comments upon their sun-browned faces and arms. In pan their beauty is simply a
result of their physical health and freedom from malnutrition or overwork. Another
explanation of the 'increase of beauty' in uropia is offered as well. According to old
Hammond, the utopians believe 'that a child born from the natural and healthy love
between a man and a woman ... is likely to tuen out better in all ways, and especially
in bodily beauty, than the birth of the respectable commercial marriage bed, or of
the dull despair of the drudge of that system'. They say, 'Pleasure begets pleasure' (9:
62). This explanation parallels Morris's belief that the products of workers who take
pleasure in their work would naturally be beautiful. And indeed, his attempt to unite
utilitarian and aesthetic spheres in the production of domestic crafts is entirely
congruent with an appreciation of human beauty as a quality of bodies that are active
and of use.

The body in Morris is a means of union with the natural world as well as with
friends and lovers. His utopians feel in their bodies the pleasure and pain of the
changing seasons. Furthermore, the utopian impulse itself is understood as an erotic
one; as Mendelson observes in his discussion of The Wood Beyond the World, there
is in Morris an 'alliance between the body electric and the body politic' .14The longing
for freedom and equality was, says Hammond, like the 'unreasonable passion of the
lover' (17: 105); the 'spirit of the new days' is also compared to the lover's feeling
for his beloved (18: 132). Social transformation thus both results from and brings
about a disalienation from our animal selves; his 'Society of the Future' is a world in
which 'men (and women too, of course) would do their work and take their pleasure
in their own persons, and not vicariously... The pleasures of such a society would be
founded on the free exercises of the senses and passions of a healthy human animal',ls
Though dressed in silks even when working the fields, these men and women handle
boats and burdens with ease and find in strenuous labour what Morris elsewhere
calls 'that mysterious bodily pleasure which goes with the deft exercise of the bodily
powers' .16 They enjoy their own and each other's bodies, they take a stranger's hand,
pat an arm, and kiss as naturally as children, with a freedom also evident in their
relatively unconstrained sexuality. And they love the small sensual pleasures of daily
existence, the stretch of exertion, the softness of fine fabric, the changing quality of
the air.

The figure of Ellen offers the strongest imaginable contrast to the Pre-Raphaelite
beauties like the frail Elizabeth Siddal or Morris's own wife Jane, who was, according
to Thompson, 'silent, languorous, frequently unwell'.!1 Healthy, sunburnt, barefoot,
and strong, Ellen has a dazzling beauty that is always in motion, laughing and
windblown. Her eyes are direct and keen, 'like light jewels' (23: 155), and everything
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she does is marked by an 'indefinable interest and pleasure in life' (27: 182). The
mobility and responsiveness of her face reflects her intense engagement in life, an
engagement as deeply physical as it is emotional. In the unity of her physical,
emotional) and rational capacities she lives out the promise of Morris's socialist utopia.

Given the importance of the body to Morris's concept of utopia) it is appropriate
that Guest's departure from Nowhere is marked first by a process of disembodiment)
as he becomes invisible to his utopian friends, and then by his encoumer with

a figure strangely contrasting with the joyous, beautiful people 1had left behind...
It was a man who looked old) but whom I knew from habit, now half-forgotten,
was really not much more than fifty. His face was rugged, and grimed rather than
dirty; his eyes dull and bleared; his body bent, his calves thin and spindly, his feet
dragging and limping. His clothing was a mixture ofdift and rags long over-familiar
to me. As I passed him he touched his hat with some real goodwill and courtesy)
and much servility (32: 209-210).

Degraded and prematurely aged by poverty, toil) and hopelessness) this body can
only be a burden to its possessor. And as such it serves as a painful emblem of the
failings of the industrial world from which Morris's novel offers an 'epoch of rest'.

In its beauty and joyful physicality, the utopian body of News from Nowhere
incarnates all that Morris saw possible in socialism as well as his understanding that
a beautiful world can be achieved only by active endeavour. And it demonstrates the
distance he had travelled since his essentially apolitical Pre-Raphaelite beginnings.
Though the aesthetic of Morris's utopia is Pre-Raphaelite in many ways - particularly
its nostalgic medievalism and its attention to natural detail- what we might call the
'kinaesthetics' of News from Nowhere map out a new aesthetic territory) founded
in, and productive of, a liberated utopian body.
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