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Morrisians are likely to have a positive attitude to More’s Utopia in view of
Morris’s own admiration for the book. In the Foreword he wrote in 1893 for his
Kelmscott edition of Ralph Robinson’s Tudor translation of More’s Latin, Morris
saw More historically, writing that he should be seen ‘rather as the last of the old
than the first of the new’. More’s text kept alive the spirit ‘of the medieval
Communist tradition, the spirit of association’, and so pointed forward towards
‘the hopeful and practical progressive movement of today’. Morris admired the
‘sensitive clearness and delicate beauty of style, which make the book a living
work of art’, but the main value of the book lay in its ‘steady expression of the
longing for a society of equality of condition’.

It evidently did not occur to Morris that a new translation of More’s book
would be of much value, and it is true that we can get the drift and gist of More’s
thought from Robinson’s. But maybe Utopia is more approachable for us now in
modern English. If so, Clarence Miller’s translation, attractively produced by Yale
at a reasonable price, is to be recommended. In his Introduction, Miller (unlike
Morris) concentrates on stylistic matters — in particular, the length of More’s
sentences, and his diction, which is said to reflect the ‘universalist, absolute,
all-or-nothing cast of his mind’ and to help persuade the reader of the reality of
Utopian society. Miller argues that ‘Utopia has not fared as well as it deserves in
English’. He respects Robinson’s version, but criticises those of Gilbert Burnet
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(1684), G. C. Richards (1923), H. V. S. Ogden (1949), Paul Turner (1965),
Sheehan and Donnelly (1989), and Robert Adams (1975 and 1995), all of whom
are said to have failed to do justice in various ways to the variousness of More’s
Latin. Miller’s claim is that he has tried to ‘translate all the details of the Latin in
idiomatic English that matches the simplicity, complexity, or even unusual strain
of the Latin’. How far this translation goes beyond its predecessors I am not in a
position to say, but it is undoubtedly vigorous and readable. Let us end with a
passage from near the end of Book II that might have appealed to Morris;
Hythloday (whose name means ‘pedlar of nonsense’) concludes:

From my observation and experience of all flourishing nations everywhere,
what is taking place, so help me God, is nothing but a conspiracy of the rich, as

it were, to look out for themselves under the pretext of serving the common-
wealth.

More — not Hythloday — added at the side: ‘Note this, reader!”

Maybe we can see in More’s concern with an England being overrun by sheep
at the expense of men the early stirrings of a concern with the environment that
has become so important in our own time. Jonathan Bate’s important book is a
call to us to value what may be termed Green literature, especially poetry, in the
context of the continuing destruction of the environment. He notes that while two
of the radical movements of the Sixties, feminism and post-colonialism, had an
immediate and decisive impact on literary criticism, the third, environmentalism,
is only just beginning to do so. This may be due, he suggests, to the fact that while
women and post-colonial writers could - and did - make their own cases
effectively, the Earth needs humans to do so on its behalf. But in fact, he argues,
poets from the Romantic movement onwards have been doing so, even if literary
criticism has not. He writes eloquently about a number of relevant poets:
Wordsworth above all, but also Coleridge, Shelley, Byron, Keats, Clare, Rilke,
Holderlin, Edward Thomas, Wallace Stevens, Elizabeth Bishop, Basil Bunting, Ted
Hughes, Gary Snyder, Aime Cesaire, Kamu Brathwaite and Les Murray. In all
these, he believes that the attentive listener may hear the voice of The Tempest’s
Ariel, the spirit of place. Bate ends with this statement, following the quotation of
Stevens’s “The Planet on the Table’ : “If mortals dwell in that they save the earth
and if poetry is the original admission of dwelling, then poetry is the place where
we save the earth’. Even if we accept the special meaning given here to the concept
of ‘dwelling’, this seems extreme. However much we may value poetry, it is surely
impotent to save the earth, except as a literary experience. Surely Bate does not
want only this.

Looking at the list of the poets discussed, we note that the Victorians are not
represented. This is very odd. How can Tennyson, say, or Hopkins be omitted?
And what about Morris? Here Bate seems to have a blind spot. There are two
references to Morris in the book. The first is insignificant, contained in a
quotation from Oscar Wilde. The second runs thus:
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In an earlier chapter I quoted Lord Byron’s exasperated remark about Leigh
Hunt’s poetical systematizing: “When a man talks of system, his case is
hopeless’. When ecopoetics is translated into political system, its case, too, is
hopeless. It may become fascism (Darre), or romantic neofeudalism (Ruskin),
or utopian socialism (William Morris, Murray Bookchin), or philosophical
anarchism (William Godwin, Peter Kropotkin). Whatever it becomes, it ceases
to be ecopoetics.

This seems to me thoroughly muddled, and disturbingly congruous with the
apparent lack of politics in Bate’s conclusion. Obviously poetry is different from
prose discourse, but how can the two be thought of as in competition? We surely
need a poetry that will help to carry the value to humanity of the earth, and a
politics that will help us to save it. However even if that point is taken, it is surely
obtuse of Bate to argue that Morris’s writings belong to the same genre as the
others he refers to. Does he really think that Morris’s poetry, and News from
Nowhere, are unimportant in the context of the earth? This is a very
disappointing aspect of Bate’s book, but I feel that there is enough strength in his
overall argument, and in his accounts of the works that he does admire (which
include some novels, like Peacock’s Headlong Hall and Melincourt, and W. H.
Hudson’s undervalued Green Mansions) to make it worth attention. It is only to
be hoped that in a second edition Bate will look more carefully at his dismissal of
politics, and get round to discussing the Victorian contribution to the tradition he
admires, including that of William Morris.

Peter Faulkner
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