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UTOPIA

THOMAS MORE was born a Londoner in 1478, the son of a successful lawyer. He served as a page in the household of Cardinal Morton, who sent him on to study at Oxford. Summoned by his father to legal studies in London, he was called to the Bar from Lincoln’s Inn in 1501. He had a precocious career in the City, acting for the Mercers’ Company, sitting in Parliament, and becoming Undersheriff. Sent on an embassy to Flanders in 1515, he began Utopia there and completed it back in London. He became a privy councillor of Henry VIII in 1518 and was elected Speaker of the Commons in 1523; six years later he succeeded Cardinal Wolsey as Lord Chancellor, becoming the tenth layman to hold that office. From 1528 he actively resisted innovation in religious matters, writing works against Luther and Tyndale, among others, and sought to restrict the spread of heresy. Henry VIII’s estrangement from Rome on account of his desire to divorce Catherine of Aragon increasingly put More’s position under pressure and he resigned as Chancellor in 1532, although he remained involved in controversy. Required in 1534 to take the oath of succession, which rejected Papal jurisdiction and the validity of Henry’s marriage to Catherine, he declined and was sent to the Tower of London. During his imprisonment he wrote a number of spiritual works, among them A Dialogue of Comfort against Tribulation, one of his finest writings. In July 1535, after he refused to accept the royal supremacy over the Church, he was tried as a traitor at Westminster Hall and beheaded on Tower Hill. His death caused shock abroad, especially among his fellow humanists. Adopted by the Catholic Counter-Reformation as an exemplary figure, he was canonized by Pope Pius XI in 1935.

DOMINIC BAKER-SMITH graduated from Trinity College, Cambridge. After teaching in Canada he returned to Cambridge where he was a Fellow of Fitzwilliam College and Lecturer in the Faculty of English. In 1976 he became Professor of English at University College, Cardiff, and then moved to the University of Amsterdam in 1981 where he is now Emeritus Professor. In addition to various publications on English and Neo-Latin literature he is the author of More’s ‘Utopia’ (1991, 2000) and has edited three volumes in the Toronto Collected Works of Erasmus. He has served as Chairman of the Society for Renaissance Studies and was appointed OBE in 1999.






Chronology

1478 7 February: Thomas born in Milk Street, Cripplegate, London, eldest son of John More, then a barrister, and his wife Agnes.

c. 1482–90 Attends St Anthony’s School, Threadneedle Street.

1485 22 August: Battle of Bosworth: King Richard III killed; Henry Tudor succeeds as Henry VII.

c. 1490–92 Serves as a page in the household of Cardinal Morton, Archbishop of Canterbury and Lord Chancellor.

c. 1492–4 At Oxford, possibly at St Mary’s Hall. In October 1492 Columbus lands on San Salvador.

c. 1494 Commences law studies at New Inn; admitted to Lincoln’s Inn in 1496.

c. 1497 Latin verses printed in John Holt’s Lac puerorum. In June John Cabot reaches Newfoundland.

1499 Meets Erasmus on his first visit to England; takes him to visit the royal children at Eltham Palace. Around this time More lodges in or near the London Charterhouse.

1501 Qualifies as a barrister; pursues Greek studies with William Grocyn and Thomas Linacre; gives lectures on St Augustine’s City of God at the church of St Lawrence Jewry.

1503 Writes ‘A rueful lamentation’ on the death of Henry VII’s Queen Elizabeth.

1504 Marries Joanna Colt and resides at the Old Barge, Buck-lersbury; possible date for his first entry to Parliament. Amerigo Vespucci’s fourth voyage (in April he leaves 24 Portuguese sailors at Cape Frio in Brazil, the supposed occasion of Raphael Hythloday’s journey to Utopia).


1505–6 Erasmus stays at the Old Barge and collaborates with More in translating writings by the Greek author Lucian into Latin.

1509 Death of Henry VII and accession of Henry VIII; More’s commemorative verses on the coronation are presented to the king. In October Erasmus arrives from Italy and completes The Praise of Folly (dedicated to More) in More’s house.

1510 Becomes a member for London in the new Parliament and is appointed Undersheriff of the City; about this time his The Life of John Picus (Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, 1463–94) is published.

1511 Death of his wife Joanna; marries Alice, widow of John Middleton, merchant of the Calais Staple.

1513 Henry VIII invades France and captures Thérouanne and Tournai. Around this time More begins work on Richard III, in Latin and English, and continues to c. 1519, leaving it unfinished. In Florence Machiavelli writes The Prince (published in 1532).

1515 May–October, travels to Bruges as a member of a delegation to review trading terms; during a break in negotiations he meets Peter Giles in Antwerp and begins work on Utopia. At Bruges in October he writes the Letter to Martin Dorp in defence of Erasmus and of literary studies.

1516 Completes Utopia in London and sends manuscript to Erasmus in September; the first edition appears in December, printed by Thierry Martens in Louvain.

1517 Evil May Day riots in London against foreigners; More is instrumental in controlling the disturbances. Erasmus sends More portraits of himself and Peter Giles painted by Quentin Metsys. Paris edition of Utopia published, which includes More’s second letter to Giles, and a letter from the French humanist Guillaume Budé. In Wittenberg Luther publishes his ninety-five theses, initiating the Reformation.

1518 Admitted to the King’s Council and serves as royal secretary; writes his Letter to the University of Oxford supporting Greek studies. The third and fourth editions of Utopia are printed at Basel by Froben, together with More’s Latin Epigrams.

1519 Writes the Letter to Lee and Letter to a Monk, both defending Erasmus’ edition of the New Testament and humanist studies.

1520 May–June: attends Henry VIII at his meeting with Francis I at the Field of the Cloth of Gold.

1521 Knighted and appointed Under-Treasurer of the Exchequer; enlisted to edit Henry VIII’s Defence of the Seven Sacraments against Luther.

1523 Elected Speaker of the House of Commons; publishes his Answer to Luther.

1524 High Steward of Oxford University; purchases estate at Chelsea.

1525 High Steward of Cambridge University; appointed Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster.

1526 Conducts a visitation of the Steelyard, depot of the Hansa merchants, and seizes Lutheran books; assists Henry VIII in writing Letter in Reply to Martin Luther. The artist Hans Holbein stays in More’s house.

1527 Rome sacked by Charles V’s Imperial army in May; c. October, More first consulted about the possibility of a royal divorce.

1528 Licensed by Bishop Tunstall of London to read heretical books in order to defend orthodoxy.

1529 Publishes A Dialogue concerning Heresies; succeeds Wolsey as Lord Chancellor in October and opens the ‘Reformation’ Parliament.

1532 First part of The Confutation of Tyndale’s Answer published (the second part appears early in 1533). 15 May: Submission of the Clergy; More resigns the Chancellorship the following day, claiming poor health, but remains active in religious controversy.

1533 Henry VIII marries Anne Boleyn; in June More declines to attend her coronation.

1534 30 March: Act of Succession; 13 April: More, while willing to accept the succession (of Anne Boleyn’s children), refuses to take the specified oath; 17 April: sent to the Tower. Between this date and July 1535 he writes the Treatise on the Passion, A Dialogue of Comfort against Tribulation, De tristitia Christi and other devotional works.

1535 1 July: tried and condemned as a traitor in Westminster Hall; 6 July: beheaded on Tower Hill.

1551 English translation, A fruteful and pleasaunt work of the newe yle called Utopia, by Ralph Robinson.

1557 More’s Workes, ‘in the Englyshe tonge’, edited by More’s nephew William Rastell, published in London, with a preface addressed to Mary I.

1565 More’s complete Latin works printed in Louvain, over-seen by Catholic exiles linked to his own circle.






Introduction

Any reader undertaking the journey to Utopia will need to stay alert: few works of fiction offer to establish a more conniving relationship with those who turn their pages. This is not to suggest that reading it is a daunting experience – far from it – but rather that we have to remain open to conflicting voices and perspectives within the work if we are to recognize what Thomas More’s fiction sets out to achieve. Debate and dialogue, the interplay of contrasting viewpoints, are key forms in the repertoire of humanism, and they are basic to More’s achievement as a writer. In the earliest account of his life, that by his son-in-law William Roper, we are told about his precocious behaviour as a page in Cardinal Morton’s household when he would jump on the stage during the performance of an interlude or entertainment ‘and never studying for the matter, make a part of his own there presently among them’.1. This spontaneous sense of performance remained with him throughout his life and found its conclusion in the dramatic statement of his death on the scaffold. This is not to suggest that More was guilty of insincerity, but simply that he instinctively related himself to an audience. So it is no surprise that his most effective literary works take the form of dialogue, a drama of ideas in which lines of thought present themselves as roles or potential courses of action.

More was, of course, celebrated for his wit, though this was not always held to his credit. The chronicler Edward Hall puts the case succinctly: ‘His wit was fine, and full of imaginations, by reason whereof he was too much given to mocking, which was to his gravity a great blemish.’2 The fact is that More’s wit, his play of mind, is essentially ironic, deriving from the discrepancy between the brute facts of life and the illusions we may cherish about it. One of his simplest Latin epigrams illustrates the point: ‘He is dreaming who thinks that in this life he is rich; when death awakes him he sees at once how poor he is.’3 In the background we are clearly intended to recall Christ’s parable of the complacent rich man and his well-stocked barns, ‘But God said to him, “You fool, this very night you must surrender your life.”’4 On the one hand there is the voice of God, the intrusion of reality, and on the other the human capacity for self-delusion. More’s wit is never just a sense of play or bare mockery; it is always directed at someone or something in order to expose folly. The full force of such irony is displayed in More’s account of the fall of Lord Hastings in Richard III, with its sonorous conclusion, ‘O good God, the blindness of our mortal nature! When he most feared, he was in good surety; when he reckoned himself surest, he lost his life, and that within two hours after.’5 For a moment the voice of the moralist breaks into the historical narrative. This is the fundamental irony of the human condition, which any preacher might exploit; what gave More’s irony its particular force was his encounter with the satirical essays and dialogues of Lucian of Samosata (born c. AD 120).

More had probably begun his Greek studies during his time at Oxford University but he persisted in them even after he had been recalled to London and his legal studies. When the Dutch humanist and theologian Erasmus (1469?–1536) first visited England in 1499 he was clearly impressed by More, and a shared interest in Greek may have contributed to their friendship. But it was during Erasmus’ second visit in 1505 that this flowered into a collaboration to translate dialogues by the Greek ironist into Latin. In all likelihood they worked from the Greek edition printed in 1503 by Aldus Manutius, whose editions of classical authors, as Raphael tells us, were to prove so popular with the Utopians (p. 89). Out of their joint efforts came a volume of Latin translations which was published in Paris in 1506. For both authors this encounter with Lucian was to prove singularly fruitful. From him they learned the possibilities of satirical dialogue and the use of literary diversion as a social weapon. There was the additional attraction that Lucian’s favourite targets, bogus philosophers and hypocritical ascetics, matched conveniently with the conservative academics and clergy who opposed the advance of humanism (and in particular Greek studies) as well as Erasmus’ efforts to reanimate Christian practice.

Among the Lucianic devices that More adopts one can include his playful construction of outlandish names: Utopia itself, ‘No-place’, and the river Anyder, ‘Waterless’, are part of his Lucianic evocation of an unavailable world. But the most significant insight that he, and Erasmus, derive from Lucian is the recognition that society is founded on custom, on the unreflective adoption of received habits, whether these relate to modes of conduct or perception. One might almost say that Lucian taught them to be anthropologists. Accordingly, when Raphael comes to describe the Utopians’ contempt for gold and their embarrassing ways of storing it, he adopts a hesitant tone for fear that we won’t believe him: ‘For it’s almost invariably the case that the further removed something is from the common practice of the listeners, so much the harder is it for them to credit it’ (p. 75). We are products of our customs.

The most truly Lucianic moment in Utopia is Raphael’s account of the Anemolian ambassadors, who aim to impress the austerely dressed Utopians by the magnificence of their attire; accordingly, in addition to their cloth of gold garments, they wear chains of gold, rings and gems, oblivious to the negative connotations these carry for the Utopians. Inevitably, given the cultural assumptions of the Utopians, the Anemolians are treated with contempt; as Raphael observes, ‘Just how customs so at variance with those of other nations can generate different attitudes has never struck me more forcibly’ (p. 76). It’s worth reflecting that when More wrote this section he was himself an ambassador and probably wore a gold chain when required. Certainly, it doesn’t seem too much to suggest that More’s instinctive irony was heightened into a medium for social reform by his encounter with Lucian.

The first major work to emerge from this Lucianic experience was Erasmus’ The Praise of Folly, which he completed at More’s house in 1509 and dedicated to him. More’s opportunity would come later: in the meantime he was a very busy man. There is every reason to suppose that the frantic round of obligation that he describes in the first of the prefatory letters to Utopia addressed to his friend Peter Giles, the Flemish humanist and magistrate of Antwerp, was close to the truth. More was a prominent figure in City affairs, serving it both as an MP and as Undersheriff, the latter a time-consuming office which involved presiding over the Sheriff’s court. His legal career had developed very much within the City community, and this gave him direct experience of the tensions and challenges of ordering a community of some fifty-thousand people. London was unique in England for its size and for its corporate independence, which made it comparable to major continental mercantile centres. So it is no accident that Utopian life is essentially urban and centred around civic interests, even to the extent that there appears to be no overriding central authority to run the country. When More and Peter Giles meet in Antwerp it is as the representatives of a distinctly civic culture.

Utopia was the outcome of unexpected leisure. As More reveals at the opening of the book, when a commission was set up in May 1515 to negotiate with the representatives of Charles of Habsburg, he was among its members. While the diplomat and churchman Cuthbert Tunstall was the political leader, More was included to voice City interests since the ‘matters that were far from trifling’, as he calls them (p. 23), related to English trade with the Netherlands. The delegation arrived in Bruges on 17 May, and discussions continued until late July, when the Flemish negotiators were recalled in order to consult with Prince Charles in Brussels. So More now enjoyed a period of diplomatic inactivity which he seems to have used to the full. For a start he went to Antwerp to stay with Peter Giles, and this was followed by visits to Mechelen, where he admired Jerome Busleyden’s collection of antique coins, and to Tournai, then in English hands. But, as he later wrote to Erasmus, ‘in all my travels I had no greater good fortune than the society of Peter Giles’,6 and it is there, in the thriving port of Antwerp, that we can place the conception of Utopia or, to give it its proper name, On the best state of a commonwealth.


More remained in the Netherlands until October; his last act there was to complete his Letter to Martin Dorp, his most comprehensive and forceful defence of humanism and of his friend Erasmus. By the end of the month he was back in London. What meanwhile had happened with Utopia? It would be more than a year before the book was published, so what can we conjecture about its hidden life?

Utopia falls naturally into two parts: it is dominated by Raphael’s account of the extraordinary island which he visited on his travels, so dominated in fact that people sometimes discuss the work as if it consisted simply of Book Two. But there is, of course, Book One and the fictional setting that it provides – the conversation in an Antwerp garden which may be less vivid but is crucial in focusing our attitude towards Raphael and his remarkable account.

It may be helpful to think of the book in terms of three concentric circles: at the centre of the fiction is Raphael’s description of Utopia and its customs and institutions, but that is set within the frame of the conversation in the garden of More’s lodgings in Antwerp, and then that in its turn is enclosed within the prefatory materials – the Utopian alphabet and verses and the various letters. These mark three distinct phases in the composition of the work, and equally three stages in its imaginative conception. These were persuasively outlined by J. H. Hexter in his study More’s Utopia: The Biography of an Idea (1952), but the first hint was given by Erasmus himself when he reported that ‘the second book [More] had written earlier, when at leisure; at a later opportunity he added the first in the heat of the moment’.7 Presumably ‘the heat of the moment’ refers to the hectic life that More resumed after his return to London: Erasmus’ friend Andrea Ammonio, the king’s Latin secretary, reports of More’s return, ‘he haunts those smoky palace fires in my company. None bids my lord of York good morrow earlier than he.’8 ‘My lord of York’ was Wolsey, newly elevated to cardinal, and the fact that More was haunting the palace shows that he was increasingly being drawn into government business.


The idea that Utopia reflects More’s personal dilemma at the prospect of a royal invitation may be overstated, but clearly he faced a career shift from the institutional stability of the City to the less predictable theatre of court politics, even if he did not finally enter the Council until March 1518. He had, after all, made a careful study of the classical historians, especially Tacitus and Sallust, and his semi-humorous allusion in Utopia to the clash between the Emperor Nero and his counsellor Seneca in the tragedy Octavia shows that he knew all too well the frustrations and dangers of advising the powerful (p. 49). So it’s hardly surprising that he decided to dramatize the issues and incorporate them into his tentative work on the best state of a commonwealth. In any case we can take it that the comical self-portrait that he gives in his initial prefatory letter to Peter Giles is close to the truth: that the only time that he could find for writing was ‘whatever I can filch from sleep or food’ (p. 12).

The second phase of composition may well have been done in a sudden creative burst: Erasmus visited England very briefly in the August of 1516, but there would have been time for More to discuss his manuscript with him and bring it to a conclusion. The fact that Erasmus left in late August and More then sent the manuscript after him a few days later suggests that there were a few loose ends to tie up. At this stage More still calls his work Nusquama, ‘nowhere’. The first mention of ‘Utopia’ occurs in a letter from the Dutch humanist Gerhard Geldenhouwer to Erasmus in November, reporting that the book will shortly be published by the Louvain printer Thierry Martens. It duly appeared in the following month.

All this indicates that More wanted his book to seen as part of a wider European cultural movement, one aiming at the promotion of classical literature and in particular Greek studies.9 Just the sort of interests, in fact, that are pursued by the Utopians in their leisure hours. Leaving aside Ralph Robinson’s English translation of 1551, the first printing in England of More’s Latin text appeared at Oxford as late as 1663. More conceived the work in the course of his travels in the Netherlands and he entrusted its publication to his friends there, the most active support coming from Erasmus and from Peter Giles. Did Erasmus devise the name Utopia? That we can’t tell with any certainty, but Giles claims responsibility for the notes in the margin, the Utopian alphabet, and for those verses in Utopian ‘which Hythloday showed to me after More had left’ (p. 17). All the indications are that More used his protracted stay in the Netherlands to extend his literary contacts, and that Utopia and the prefatory letters are the most obvious outcome of these. But there is also that polemical letter to Martin Dorp,10 which offers us an insight into More’s preoccupations at the time. It is a defence of Erasmus but, more importantly, of the intellectual programme he stood for, which is conventionally presented under the label of humanism.

The Letter to Dorp takes its place in a swathe of anti-scholastic polemics that runs roughly from Petrarch’s On His Own Ignorance (c. 1371) to John Milton’s Areopagitica (1644). While humanism was intimately bound up with the revival of classical learning and literature, at its centre was a sense of language as a social medium. It would be unwise to take the humanist attacks on scholasticism at face value, but they did have a point: the scholastic emphasis on language as a severely technical medium, deliberately stripped of subjective reference, set up a barrier between learning and everyday life. Although the medieval achievement in philosophy and theology was formidable, it increasingly failed to connect with ordinary experience. The humanist appeal to rhetoric, the classical art of persuasion, was based on its ambition to link study and reflection to practical action; instead of being confined to specialized debate between initiates, Latin could function as a medium for transforming life. This, basically, is the theme of More’s reprimand to Dorp.

In the Letter More distinguishes between narrow academics ‘who know nothing at all outside a tangled labyrinth of petty problems’ and those, like Erasmus himself, who are not unaware of technical issues but possess something much more useful, ‘a general command of sound literature’.11 This too, we find, is the basis of the Utopian curriculum: the majority of citizens devote those hours of leisure which are a unique feature of Utopian life to the study of ‘good letters’ (p. 78), which is not to say just poetry or drama or fictional narratives but equally works of history or moral philosophy; everything, that is, which can extend their understanding of human existence. Raphael is presenting the Utopians as good humanists when he reports, ‘While they equal the ancients in most things, they fall far short of the inventions of our modern logicians’ (p. 79).

To equal the ancients is to share in a common human culture, but to equal the moderns is to become trapped in a closed system of sterile speculation. Utopian education is designed in the first place to produce good citizens: it is overseen by the priests (who, we should remember, are few in number and consequently worthy of their role) and they take care to instil in the minds of the young ‘principles that benefit the life of the community’ (p. 113). As Raphael emphasizes, the state of a commonwealth is directly affected by the kind of attitudes that its members absorb in early life. But education doesn’t end there, since most Utopians extend it through those optional lectures which fill their spare time. To More’s contemporary readers these would have been one of the most astonishing features of Utopian life. Rather than working towards some restricted professional competence, such higher education aims to fulfil those aspirations which are common to all humanity, moving through contemplation of the natural world to a sense of awe in the face of its maker.

In one of Lucian’s more fantastic travel tales, which ironically he calls A True History, his narrator lands on the Isles of the Blest where he comes face to face with great figures from the past. One notable figure is missing, however, and that is Plato, who is allegedly living in his imaginary city under the constitution and laws that he drew up himself.12 Lucian’s joke is directed at the impossibility of Plato’s ideal society, and it must be alluding to a particular moment in the Republic when Socrates brings up the issue of political action: to put it simply, will the wise man participate in public life or retain his independence? He must choose between two ‘cities’ or communities: that of actuality, the ‘world of his birth’ as Socrates puts it, and that of an ideal community, a city which is placed in words and can be found ‘nowhere on earth’.13 It’s easy enough to see why Lucian makes the idealist Plato invisible, but there is a serious issue involved too: what is the role of imagination, the faculty which liberates us from our immediate environment, in the practical issues of conventional life? How can we relate our disturbing ability to picture alternative worlds to the inherited world into which we have been born? One option, as Socrates makes clear, is to remain faithful to the ideal and keep out of practical politics. The other, implicitly, is to compromise, and risk moral pollution in consequence. It is this issue of political engagement that forms the underlying theme of Utopia.

In a Lucianic spirit More approaches the serious topics playfully; as the title declares, it is a book ‘no less instructive than delightful’. When Utopia appeared from the press of Thierry Martens it included several features designed to disconcert the literal-minded. On the title-page there is the serious statement of intent, a discussion of the best state of a commonwealth, but this is linked to the topical mention of a newly discovered island and all that that suggested in 1516, while the author reveals himself as Undersheriff of London. Then, in order to authenticate the book’s claim to be a travel account we are given a map, the Utopian alphabet and specimen verses in Utopian. So far as we can tell, these were added by Peter Giles and other collaborators, but clearly they are part of the conspiracy to confuse fiction with the real thing. Just how far Giles shared in the project is clear from his prefatory letter, addressed to Jerome Busleyden. There were in fact several prefatory letters and verses, and these were added to in later printings, but just three stand out as extensions of the fiction, two by More himself and the one by Peter Giles, and these are the ones included in this translation. Readers tend to skip prefatory letters, and often they have good reason, but in the case of Utopia it needs to be stressed that they are integral to More’s conception.


One thing that the reader should be aware of from the outset is the distinction between the author himself, identified on the title-page as Undersheriff of London, and his fictional self, the ‘More’ who engages in dispute with Raphael. It’s important to consider these figures separately, so we can refer to the fictional self by his Latin name, Morus. The figure that passes as More in his two letters to Peter Giles has many features in common with Thomas More, the busy lawyer with scarcely a moment in which to write, but his earnest concern with historical accuracy identifies him as Morus. There is an air of Chaucerian self-deprecation about this portrait: he is apologetic about the delay in completing the work since his role has been an entirely passive one; no eloquence, no invention was called for: all he had to do was act as a conduit for Raphael’s narration. Hence his anxiety about the bridge at Amaurot and its precise length (p. 12–13); the book must have nothing untrue in it, it must mirror the ‘reality’ which Raphael has witnessed. Then Giles’s letter plays further with the theme of fiction, with seeing the unreal: you can tell from Raphael’s words that he has seen what he is talking about – in comparison to him the fêted Amerigo Vespucci14 seems to have seen nothing. And yet, Giles cannot avoid the sense that there is more to be seen in More’s report than Raphael saw in his five years in Utopia. Inevitably, as we are about to learn the location of an island that is ‘nowhere’, a coughing fit drowns out the information. The third letter, again from More to Giles, allows Morus to meet the charge that the book may be made up and to defend its authenticity, ‘even if historical objectivity had not compelled me, I’m not so dense that I would have chosen such outlandish names as Utopia, Anyder, Amaurot or Ademus, which signify nothing’(p. 20). And that, thanks to their negative prefixes, is just what they do signify (see Glossary of Names, p. 131).

Apart from providing some Lucianic entertainment to More’s humanist circle, these prefatory letters function as pointers to the reader. They prepare us for the text that is to follow and alert us to its element of play, but as so often with play, they nudge us in the direction of more serious issues. In particular they thrust at us the problematic relationship between imagined worlds and mundane reality, using the metaphor of a traveller’s tale to represent the traffic between the two. This is the aspect of Utopia brought out in the alphabet and those prefatory verses which Giles appears to have added to More’s manuscript: that Plato’s commonwealth is merely philosophical while Utopia is presented to us as a living environment, a place that we can vicariously inhabit. One purpose of fiction is, after all, to generate encounters with the ideal. It is striking, then, that at the opening of the book we are thrust into a very specific context with all the features of actual ‘history’. We hear of an embassy that did occur, we read the names of real persons who took part in the negotiations, and when Morus and Giles meet it is after Mass at the cathedral at Antwerp. All this evokes a world that is verifiable. But when the carelessly dressed Raphael is introduced a new dimension opens up: for one thing his rather scruffy appearance matches Lucian’s Cynic in one of the dialogues More had translated: ‘my long hair and my dress are so effective that they enable me to live a quiet life doing what I want to do and keeping the company of my choice’.15 And then there is the name and its rather disconcerting implications: ‘Raphael’ may be the name of an archangel, a heavenly physician, but ‘Hythloday’ is ambiguous: the one certain element is hythlos, nonsense in Greek, and that, some had argued, is just what Socrates speaks.16 His credentials leave us rather in the air.

It seems likely that More wrote the opening pages, those which deal with Raphael’s travels, as a prelude to the actual account of Utopia, but just as we encounter the first mention of the Utopians he appears to change course and insert the dialogue about political engagement which frames Raphael’s monologue on the islanders and their way of life. The shift is made with some ingenuity: Raphael’s intriguing account of his travels prompts Peter Giles to suggest that he enter the service of some king, thus setting off the debate about participation in public life which is one of the major strands in the book. Raphael treasures his independence; he lives as he pleases, while Morus enters the conversation in order to argue the case for royal service. This proves to be a critical confrontation.

Although the book is set in Antwerp, and for the most part in the garden of More’s lodgings, we are scarcely aware of this since for much of the time we are whisked off on imaginary journeys. Almost the whole
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