A letter from nowhere

In 1890, William Morris, the artisan designer and romantic poet turned socialist politician, published a utopian novel of what life might be like in the 21st century. Like everything about Morris, his vision combines a respect for nature with an ambition to eradicate social injustices of every kind.  He called it News from Nowhere, and like his wallpapers and his poetry, it continues to exert its own special kind of charm – at least for me. 

While William Morris remains a presence in the world today – perhaps less so in Sweden than in his native Britain - we don’t quite know what to make of him. For most of us, the patterns in his designs are too flowery, the poetry is too sentimental, and the ideas are too idealistic. And yet he continues to be read and his designs continue to be sold and biographies continue to be written (Fiona MacCarthy´s from 1995 is the most recent; highly recommended). 

Much of News from Nowhere is set in and around an old stone house in Kelmscott just up the Thames from Oxford, where William Morris would go as often as he could to escape his life in London and breathe the country air. I went there a couple of weeks ago to pay my respects.

Even though the weather could have been better, it was good to see that nowhere actually exists. The roses were blooming on the path in the front, just like they do in the picture that he printed in the book version of News from Nowhere (it was first published as instalments in Commonweal, the magazine of the Socialist League where he was active in the 1880s). 

Inside the house, each room mixes the old and new in wonderfully incongruous combinations. The pleasant old women who serve as volunteers – there’s one in each room - tell you more than you need to know about the different things that are cluttered about, and as you take in the details you are constantly reminded of the contradictions of his life. He wanted to make beautiful things to enrich the lives of ordinary people, but only the rich could afford them. I particularly enjoyed leafing through one of the original copies of Canterbury Tales that he made at his own Kelmscott Press with medieval-like engravings and truly impressive graphic art of his own design. 

But it’s the garden that is most amazing to see. Around every turn are the famous Morris patterns literally brought to life. There’s the artichoke chintz and the jasmine wallpaper and the vine and acanthus tapestry. And there are the honeysuckles and the roses, and over there is the patch of wild strawberries that Morris depicted on several occasions, often with rabbits or birds nourishing themselves on nature’s bounty. 
I walked from Kelmscott Manor along the Thames to the village of Lechlade – you can actually walk along the Thames all the way to London, just like the narrator does in News from Nowhere. And as I caught the bus to Oxford, so that I might return to the academic world that is my somewhere (I was to speak at a conference the next day on “Technonatures,” a most postmodern thing to do), I thought of why William Morris remains important.
It struck me that it is because he is one of us, perhaps the first postmodern person. He was a true hybrid, mixing genres and identities, never satisfied with any one role in life, constantly reinventing himself. He was a successful businessman who hated the idea of business. He was an innovator who loved traditions. He was an artist who felt that there shouldn’t be professional artists. And he was a socialist dreamer who was also an extremely practical man. 

Morris was a walking set of contradictions, and maybe that’s why he won’t fade away into oblivion as have most of his contemporaries. He’s like us. In any case, my visit to nowhere was a most appropriate way to help go on living in our ever so contemporary somewhere.  

Andrew Jamison

