

Chapter One
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What a Wondrous World Would This Abstract London Be!

On an autumn day in 1852, the journalist and social investigator Henry Mayhew took to the skies above London to try to make sense of his vast city. ‘Ah, balloon!’ the crowd gasped in wonder as Mayhew and his companions rose into the sky from Vauxhall Gardens in the red- and yellow-striped Royal Nassau. He looked down from the basket and saw a multitude of faces gazing up at him. Despite his fear of heights, Mayhew had joined the flight to satisfy his craving to contemplate from above the whole expanse of London, the city in which there is ‘more virtue and more iniquity, more wealth and more want huddled together on one vast heap than in any other part of the earth’. The passengers threw scraps of paper over the side which fluttered down towards the streets, giving a sense of the speed of the balloon’s ascent. Soon the houses looked like wooden toys, streets like ruts in the ground and the Thames like a winding metallic snake. Little puffs of steam rose up from trains travelling into the city.

After a few minutes, the earth far below seemed to Mayhew like an endless series of scenes being drawn along under the balloon on a moving screen, the city a specimen that could be coolly examined from a distance: a sequence of palaces, workhouses, prisons, chimneys, steeples, docks, parks, courts and alleys. For a few fleeting moments, Mayhew was able to escape the whirlpool of London, to see it as a whole and to consider what it all might mean.
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By the eighteenth century, Londoners had become conscious of living in a special kind of place that had a different kind of society from that of the countryside and smaller towns. London had grown from an enclosed medieval city to become a sprawling imperial metropolis, the first ‘world’ city. Mayhew’s investigations helped shape the image of London that followed. He had spent long days exploring the most obscure of the city’s districts, interviewed watercress sellers, bone-grubbers and mudlarks, and sought out the haunts of beggars and thieves. He set out his discoveries in reports and newspaper articles, and in 1851 published his massive London Labour and the London Poor, full of vivid accounts of the street life of the Victorian city, which influenced Charles Dickens’s depictions of London’s working-class people and districts.

Mayhew thought that all Londoners had the desire to experience the city’s hidden depths, to feel exhilarated at the whirling life all around them, but then to somehow find a way of seeing it as a whole, to combine the pieces ‘like the coloured fragments of the kaleidoscope, into one harmonious and varied scene’. He followed this impulse to all the smells and sounds of the most obscure streets of the city, and then on that autumn afternoon up into the sky. His detailed reports of poverty and suffering had shocked middle-class Londoners, who rarely strayed beyond the respectable thoroughfares. Soaring high above the metropolis, Mayhew was a kind of everyman of London, a symbol of its popular conscience. He was no radical thinker or utopian, but his determination to observe the city with an unflinching eye could provoke dissatisfaction with things as they are, and thus be the seedbed for imagining what a new city might look like.

One source of unease about London was the fact that its ever-increasing size and complexity made it that much harder to comprehend. Even from up in the air Mayhew found it impossible to tell where the city ended, and he grew weary trying to follow the progress of the buildings, which stretched far into the horizon where chimney smoke made the metropolis seem to blend into the sky. London had become a world, no longer just a city, wrote Mayhew. He wondered whether some of the moons and asteroids wheeling about in space might not be much bigger than the Great Metropolis. He imagined planet earth bursting as a result of some eruption and shattering into fragments, one of them London, severed from the rest but big enough to be a planet on its own spinning around the sun; Hampstead and Sydenham would be the north and south poles, the central axis of Oxford Street and Holborn the scorching equator, and when it was day in Kensington it would be night in Mile End. ‘What a wondrous World, too, would this same abstract London be!’ he declared.

But if London was a world, then it was also a place of mystery that could bewilder as well as amaze – and evoke fear of the threats to morality that might lie within its hazy boundaries. In the nineteenth century, writers began to apply to the city the Romantics’ notion of the sublime, qualities that evoke awe and terror, which had originally been used to describe imposing natural phenomena like thunder and mountains. William Wordsworth likened London’s ‘huge fermenting mass of human-kind’ to a ‘black storm’, and a German visitor wrote of the ‘stream of faces of living men’ rushing through its ‘stone forest of houses’. Observers could now only stand in terrified astonishment at the monster city, the sublime sense emerging especially through evocations of London as an endless labyrinth of twisted alleys and wretched slums. In Dickens’s Bleak House, the place of deepest obscurity is found at the entrance to the City of London at Temple Bar and the adjacent courts, the fog and mud there emblems of the impenetrability of the city and its laws, powers that cannot be reckoned with, except, perhaps, by the dark forces at the centre of the maze. 

This image of London acts as a foil for the city’s utopian dreamers, who, through their theories of society and schemes for social betterment, attempted to make the city legible: to shine an illuminating beam on the origins of its defects and to picture the means for eliminating them. But such yearnings do not have to be expressed through the scathing social critiques and ambitious programmes of avowed utopians: they can glimmer, too, in the minds of practical, matter-of-fact Londoners such as Mayhew as they encounter the capital in their daily lives. 

A few years before his ascent, Mayhew had visited the notorious slum of Jacob’s Island in Bermondsey on the south side of the Thames – and what he saw there fed the flicker of a social dream. On the island he discovered a hellish enclave of wooden hovels built over channels of water full of rotting animal carcasses, and into which a leather works discharged its blood-red waste. Mayhew observed a woman throw a bucket of excrement into the water at the same time as a child in the next room drew up a can for drinking. The people of the slum made a precarious living on the docks, earning money for a few days and then nothing for weeks. They slept in rooms that overhung the ditches, breathing in noxious fumes that bubbled up from the water below. They had pale skin and glassy eyes, and when Mayhew visited, many of them lay dead from the cholera that was then ravaging London’s slums. 

A woman living on the island told Mayhew that they had to drink the filthy water because their landlord would do nothing about the water supply – nor about the missing tiles which let the rain pour in – and Mayhew noticed a sign announcing the sale of ‘this valuable estate’. This seemed to Mayhew to be the great social evil: the freedom enjoyed by mercenary landlords to exploit their tenants. He contrasted the riverine hell with how it had been in days gone by. The island used to be surrounded by a running stream fed by water from the hills at Sydenham and Nunhead to the south. Flour mills stood on the banks and on summer evenings people would sit in the shade of trees and drink ale together. It was a place of repose and harmony, an idyll on the margins of the city, but the old summer houses had long since been replaced by hovels and heaps of muck, the stream turned into a fetid ditch. 

Here we have a hint of one ingredient of an incipient utopianism: the myth of a lost Arcadia that holds up an unflattering mirror to the world of today and can turn the mind towards a critique of the present. In his account of the island, Mayhew briefly reaches towards the beginnings of a solution: that the poor need to be freed from the control of the landlords. Even in Mayhew’s plain, practical reporting, then, are the seeds of utopian longing. In the twentieth century the Marxist philosopher Ernst Bloch would call these ‘traces’, filaments of ‘anticipatory consciousness’, premonitions of the ‘not yet’. They appear not only in the imaginings of committed utopians, but also become spread through culture as collective yearnings continually bubble to the surface of social reality. On departing Jacob’s Island, Mayhew noticed that in front of some of the cholera-ridden houses people had pulled up a few paving stones and planted flowers – perfumed stocks – in the earth below, splashes of colour and scent in the grim surroundings: small acts of hope germinating in the everyday life of the slum.

The contemporary London writer Iain Sinclair has written that the only way to survive the squalor and degradation of the city is to enter into the ‘fog of otherness’ – which Mayhew had attempted to do by plunging into the world of the slums – or to cultivate the kind of visionary faculty possessed by the London poet William Blake. Blake did not need to look at his city from the air to make it understandable to himself, because in his imagination London was already a symbol. London was Babylon, a place of corruption and spiritual confinement, but could also be imagined as Jerusalem, one of spiritual regeneration and of new human possibilities. ‘The fields from Islington to Marybone … Were builded over with pillars of gold,’ he wrote, and London shines ‘in Jerusalem’s pleasant sight’. In the lyric popularly known as ‘Jerusalem’, Blake recreated the Golden Age myth of a serene green land located in England, turning it into a utopian dream in which he affirmed that a collective human struggle will go on ‘Till we have built Jerusalem’. In Blake’s cosmic imagination there was no conflict between the myriad faces of the London streets and London as a totality. Eternity shone through every alley and clod of mud, and a transcendent golden string could lead you through the crooked lanes to Heaven’s gate. 

The idea of London as a symbolic city of sin and of redemption is entrancing to social prophets, but utopians who wish to connect a visionary instinct with a more practical refashioning of the city have also to harness prosaic ways of understanding and imagining. Often these come in the form of the sorts of schemes pursued by urban reformers and city planners. Wren’s never-realised plan for the rebuilding of London after the Great Fire of 1666 in the form of wide avenues radiating out of a series of piazzas is a famous example. In the nineteenth century, elegant boulevards such as John Nash’s Regent Street sliced through London, fashioning ordered spaces within the chaotic metropolis. Slums such as Jacob’s Island were demolished and railway lines laid. But utopias do more than simply propose a more rational use of urban space. They attempt to create new social geometries that do away with the irrationality and injustices symbolised by the crooked mazes of the old city. 


[image: Image Missing]
Christopher Wren, ‘A Plan for the Rebuilding the City of London after the Great Fire in 1666’



Cities, and the utopias that are intended to remake them, are therefore mental as well as physical constructs. They are characterised as much by their culture and values as by their buildings and bridges, and utopian dreams are not only of elegant houses and gleaming streets but of a transfigured human spirit. A vast city such as London, with its layers of history and plurality of experiences, is both palimpsest and kaleidoscope, and can never be completely pinned down. Its inhabitants have to imagine what it is out of their own impressions and the stories that they inherit. If people can conjure a vision of what the city is, they can imagine what it could be. In this way, the city exists not just through acts of building but through feats of the imagination that are distilled into symbolic forms as myths, images and stories. It is a space of being and becoming, and the bridge between the two is the locus of social dreaming. Utopia finds its place, therefore, in the heart of the metropolis.

But according to those who disparage utopia, this would be an oppressive rather than a liberating force within the city. In the twentieth century, utopians were accused of advocating methods of social engineering that would lead to totalitarianism, or of peddling useless fantasies. ‘Utopian’ became a term of insult, but the charges are unjustified. Rather than being rigid blueprints that smother human diversity, many utopian ideas allow for change and experimentation, and refrain from setting out social plans in exact inches and feet. Neither do they aim to obliterate everything to create a perfect society inhabited by perfect people. And far from conjuring fantastical worlds, utopians have imagined societies that give form to people’s social desires, whether for equality, human connection or environmental regeneration. The apparent impracticality of utopian ideas is the source of their special logic and power. Existing beyond actuality and calling out to our deepest yearnings, they pull us towards new social possibilities, previously only dimly imagined; they urge us: ‘Be realistic: demand the impossible’. 

This book traces an imaginative lineage that connects through time a selection of London’s utopian visionaries, from Thomas More in the sixteenth century, who invented the word utopia, to the activists of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries who, through protest, find new means of animating collective social dreams. Their stories create a layer in the palimpsest of London, a means of threading together a plot for the city from its various symbolic and visionary fragments. Alongside dominant depictions of London – as an infernal maze, as a centre of wealth, power and empire, and as a maelstrom of protest and disorder – is another narrative of it as a place of utopian possibility and experiment. Narratives matter because they define our sense of possibility in the present. In particular, without stories that aid social dreaming, society becomes rigid and confined, just as life at the individual level does if deep yearnings are not given space to breathe. Although we may seem to live in anti-utopian times, utopian dreaming is essential to a vibrant society that is truly conscious of its own desires; without it we fall back on ideas dictated by the powerful about how we should live. London is often thought of as a white-hot turbo of capitalism – but what else exists within its complex mosaic that could provide ingredients for an alternative to this dominant image?

It was once said that utopians traced the outlines of the first cities. London itself could be an emblem of utopian longing, and yet it is a fortress of power and money that so many utopians have yearned to tear down or to escape from. London over the centuries has stirred up these contradictory desires like no other city. It yields to and resists our social imaginations and today, with its spirit of openness and innovation alongside ever-rising concentrations of wealth and power, it remains a grand untapped arena for bold utopian experimentation. 

If they could send him a message, the utopians in our story would tell Mayhew – tell us – to fly above the vast city on the edge of cosmic dust, to go high enough for it to begin to look like an abstraction, a symbol, to stand for all cities, to be in some sense the original city, and then, looking down through the clouds, to try to sense the outlines of a new kind of city. But we cannot stay in that balloon forever. New worlds have to be made down in the noisy, smoky streets and in the taverns and halls. A visionary would tell Mayhew to bring the heavenly light that he saw shining on the clouds into London’s crowded lanes – or, like Blake, to see it in the shimmer on the surface of a muddy puddle, to perceive the heavenly and the everyday as one and to set them in unified motion.

Utopia is a picture of social desire. Through the description of an imaginary good place, it criticises the existing social order and provides a plan for a new kind of society. Traditional utopias do this by means of storytelling, the archetypal form being that of the traveller’s tale. A mariner is shipwrecked on a strange island, encounters a perfect society and returns to tell the story. But utopians have also taken their readers on travels into the past and the future, and far into space. Seeing is believing and, perhaps more importantly, feeling; it is stories, with their sensory and psychological qualities, that move people’s hearts and minds – and propel them into action. Travellers returning from an island, a new planet or a different century tell in the first place not of justice, rights and law but of wondrous gardens and rivers, handsome dwellings and a serene, contented people. They let their audiences see from the inside what it would be like to live in Atlantis or the City of the Sun. They show us how ethical principles might play out in the life of an imagined society: in the organisation of politics, in the education of children and in the arrangement of work and leisure. 

Utopias draw on age-old images of the ideal society. All peoples have had myths of the Golden Age and of past paradises in which innocent humans lived in harmony with nature and each other. In the eighth century BC, the Greek poet Hesiod traced the decline of humanity since the end of a lost Golden Age in which people lived free from toil and suffering. Centuries later, the Roman poet Virgil in his Eclogues conjured up a sunlit Arcadia of poetry and song, and imagined the return of the Golden Age. With Christianity came millenarianism, prophecies of cataclysm and upheaval followed by the second coming of Christ and the appearance of a perfect celestial city. In the Middle Ages, the story of the Land of Cockaigne – a place where rivers flowed with wine, churches were made of puddings and tasty larks flew into people’s open mouths – was a ‘poor man’s heaven’ of sensual excess, a caricature of the utopian dream of material abundance. 

Although utopias have been influenced by these recurring images, they are distinct from them in imagining good societies constructed with human intervention and based on institutions that regulate social and economic life in new ways. And while they always harness imagination and yearning for change, they can take forms other than literary ones of pure storytelling. Some utopians imagine new societies through theories, blueprints and manifestos. Some create their own communities, which attempt to enact utopia in the present or to prefigure a future utopian society. All of these approaches are found in the utopias of London, often combined within single utopian movements. 

Some London utopians seek to create a new city from inside the shell of the old. Others retreat to the edges or even outside of the city, trying to escape from the suffocating effects of the power and money at its heart, and creating prototypes of utopia just beyond its reach. Our story will on occasion make brief forays beyond the boundaries of London, always to be pulled back in. London’s borders are constantly shifting outwards, and as they moved westwards from the original mercantile and religious heartland of the old city, new utopian spaces and possibilities emerged. 

Thomas More, the London visionary with whom this story begins, did not attempt to build a utopian movement or to actively proselytise for his utopia. In his time, the composition of utopias was a purely literary activity, not yet made practical and urgent by being connected to the philosophy of progress which emerged later during the Enlightenment. Most of the figures in our story did want to remake London, though, and made attempts to do so. Thomas More nevertheless provides an important starting point and framework, and his ideas have been the fountainhead for many later utopias. His subtle, elusive text also raised a set of dilemmas that have run through the utopian project ever since. 

One of those has to do with the relationship between utopia and politics. A central question in More’s Utopia, published in 1516, is whether and how utopians should get involved with the compromised world of politics and diplomacy. For some social visionaries, the adoption of utopian schemes goes hand in hand with a rejection of mainstream society including its politics, often through a retreat into experimental communities removed from the unredeemable social order. In the nineteenth century, many of London’s utopian prophets stayed aloof from the epochal struggles over the reform of Parliament and the expansion of the franchise that animated so many radicals of the time. Utopians of this ilk believed that attempts to reform but leave in place a fundamentally corrupt system were futile and would not create a just new world. And many utopians have set their faces against the revolution and class struggle promoted by political radicals.

Social visions, although imagined, can be conventional in scope, projecting future societies that are not markedly different from those of the present. Even if denied by their advocates, at the heart of established political creeds such as liberalism and conservatism lie implicit utopias: visions of idealised societies based on the free market, democracy or traditional family values. Daniel Defoe’s 1719 novel, Robinson Crusoe, for example, has been viewed by some as a utopia of the self-made bourgeois individual who builds a new society with his own ingenuity, a vision far from the communal one that is most often associated with utopianism. Quite a few of the London utopians that appear in this book did imagine alternatives to capitalism and might be classified as left-wing, but utopianism does not always entail radical politics or a complete overturning of the status quo.

Conversely, one must be cautious in labelling radical causes as utopian, particularly if ‘utopian’ has the connotation of a far-off dream, or, worse, if it is used as a term of disparagement for demands that are judged to be naively grandiose or hopelessly optimistic. Radicals have fought for women’s right to be safe from violence and for people of colour to be treated with respect by state institutions, but the satisfaction of such demands does not require visionary social dreaming and therefore their deferral to some unspecified time when a new world replaces the current imperfect one. Our stories of utopia shadow the histories of politics and radicalism, sometimes touching them, sometimes veering away.

Any attempt to trace over time the contours of a single idea or social concept, such as capitalism, radicalism or utopianism, brings with it the hazard of anachronism, of erroneously assuming the existence of particular social arrangements in the past or elements of our modern world view in the minds of earlier people. London’s politics and society have changed so much over the centuries that there is a danger in considering its problems to be timeless and in drawing unbroken lines between visionary impulses in diverse eras. What, for example, does Thomas More, a great Catholic whose heart ached after the medieval world, have in common with the visionaries of Victorian London who lived through the Industrial Revolution? Later utopians often appeal to earlier ones and use them as a stimulus for their own visions. One nineteenth-century London utopian named his commune and his son after Thomas More. More and his visionary descendant lived in different Londons and had different world views, yet when a utopian cites an earlier one as inspiration, an imaginative connection is made across time that can powerfully influence how collective desires are articulated in the present.

In the eighteenth century, Samuel Johnson hailed London as a ‘heaven upon earth’ for people of ideas and curiosity. The attraction of the biggest market in the world was felt by the poor and middling people, and by aristocrats, who were enticed by the city’s fashions and the potential for social advancement found there. In his seminal 1776 work of political economy, The Wealth of Nations, the philosopher and economist Adam Smith argued that the existence of specialised occupations was limited by the size of the market and could only develop in an advanced form in large cities. Cities could contain economic and cultural niches to serve all kinds of people, however unusual. But this ‘division of labour’ had a dark side: a narrowing of human experience and a fragmentation of life into separate spheres that could lead to alienation and social atomisation.

In the early twentieth century, one of the founders of the modern field of urban studies, the American sociologist Robert Park, wrote that the creation of the city had been humans’ most successful way of moulding the world to their desires. To Park, the city was a social laboratory where the mixing of so many kinds of people could open up new human possibilities. It was a place that held the promise of freedom while generating forces that could circumscribe that freedom: ‘if the city is the world which man created, it is the world in which he is henceforth condemned to live,’ he wrote.

The tension between the city as a place of opportunity and one of limitation is a trigger for utopian dreaming, which is rooted in a critique of the present so fervent that it leads to an estrangement from what is and a search for new possibilities for what could be. While poets and novelists have attempted to capture the mysteries and strange obscurities of London, its utopians have built on specific complaints about the city, and not just those of radicals and social visionaries. Despite changing conditions over the centuries, many of the criticisms have been made again and again. Long before Mayhew surveyed London from above, people were worrying about the effect of its great size on the rest of the nation. Early in the seventeenth century, James I remarked that ‘with time, England will onely be London, and the whole country be left waste’, and similar anxieties about the dominance of the city have continued up to the present. A related complaint has been that governance of a sprawling London is weak and haphazard, overseen by a jumble of overlapping authorities, the city impervious to proper planning, its alleys branching and its edges spreading without rhyme or reason. 

Then there is the seemingly relentless power of money to coldly reshape the social make-up of the city, a phenomenon that has been given the name gentrification in recent times but which goes back centuries. Again and again, newcomers have been warned that London is full of dangers ready to snare the naive or unwary; that it is a brutal place into which people can be swallowed up and forgotten. Early in the twentieth century, the German sociologist Georg Simmel argued that cities’ social anonymity brings a state of personal freedom and creative possibility, but comes at the cost of loneliness and disorientation. ‘London has never acted as England’s heart but often as England’s intellect and always as her moneybag,’ he wrote.

To many visionaries, the problem of London was rooted more deeply in its underlying systems of power. In his 1794 poem ‘London’, Blake condemned the interlocking set of social and political institutions that held sway over a morally diseased city and that in the shadow of the French Revolution were seen by radicals as the tools of tyranny. In a few lines Blake indicted state and Church, the empire, the system of property ownership and the hypocrisies of marriage and the family. In Blake’s London, blood runs down palace walls, chimney sweeps’ cries ring through the streets, harlots curse. On the faces of passing people the poet sees ‘Marks of weakness, marks of woe’. He wanders through ‘charter’d’ streets and by the ‘charter’d Thames’, the very topography of London a reflection of money and law, powers which keep people down, not ensure their prosperity and their rights. Londoners’ suffering was above all a psychological imprisonment – the result of ‘mind-forg’d manacles’ – in which the oppressive dogmas that ruled the city had become so thoroughly absorbed that human freedom could no longer be imagined.

By Mayhew’s time, long-standing anxieties about London had become part of its image: the foggy Dickensian city both romanticised and condemned, full of starving street urchins and displaying riches amid its poverty. That picture still haunts discussions of the injustices of the city – today expressed in the language of ‘social exclusion’ and the ‘underclass’ – even if modern London seems more presentable and orderly than it did in Mayhew’s century. Because of its dominance, London crystallises anxieties about the nation at large and the operation of the capitalist system more broadly; through the specifics of a place, these stories of London’s visionaries therefore illuminate different ways of facing up to and reimagining systems of power whose ubiquity often allows them to carry on almost unnoticed. 

London’s utopians, past and present, love and loathe their city. One of them, the visionary town planner of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Ebenezer Howard, once rode a bus through London and felt delighted to the point of ecstasy at the bustle and disorder all around him. On another day he walked in the alleys of a poor district and was struck by the wretched conditions in which people lived. Howard then made the utopian leap: imagining a city built according to a just moral and physical topography. He perceived in the endless maze of hovels not the sublime – the action of some eternal power before which people were small and impotent – but the effects of a bad economic system that humans themselves had created. Like the other figures in this story, he perceived that all of what he saw was temporary and could be swept away in favour of a better order if only people dared to imagine. Some of these visionaries tried to make their hopes real, and changed London in the process. Through their stories London appears as a city of dreams, a place both to celebrate and to rebel against, where anything might be possible. These are the people who made that leap and gave voice to the city of their most fervent imaginings.




Chapter Two
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A Truly Golden Handbook

According to the ancients, the city contains two cities, the sacred and the profane. Can the people of the worldly city ever reach its holy twin? Today we might ask: can we hope for the creation of utopia in a world of suffering and discord? At the beginning of the sixteenth century, in the heart of London’s winding lanes, a young scholar and lawyer stands in front of an august audience and in fine Latin explores these questions, locating them in the ancient division between the heavenly and the earthly. 

Thomas More and his audience have gathered close to the Guildhall, London’s seat of power and a symbol of its riches, at the church of St Lawrence Jewry. More is delivering a lecture on The City of God, the great patristic work written during the last years of the Western Roman Empire by St Augustine, who is revered by More as ‘a zealous enemy of lies’. In it Augustine condemns the corruption and avarice of Rome, where the rich get richer and abuse the poor. Its central motif is the two cities: the divine and the profane. More deftly explicates Augustine’s vast text to the admiration of his listeners, many of whom have an interest in the new style of humanist learning of which More is fast becoming a celebrated exponent. 

The City of God was a response to the sacking of Rome in 410, the shocking fall of the eternal city, keeper of Europe’s classical inheritance, engulfed by barbarous forces just as it had become Christian. In his book Augustine weighed in against those who blamed Rome’s fall on its abandonment of the pagan gods. Like all earthly cities, he argued, Rome was not inherently good or bad. The earthly city could be imagined as containing two symbolic cities: one a realm of faith and purity, the other of unbelief and corruption. The two realms – the idealised Jerusalem and Babylon – are intermingled on earth, to be separated through Christ’s judgment at the end of time. Until then, inhabitants of the earthly city can find true happiness only by turning to the heavenly city through directing their love to God above all.

There is no surviving text of More’s lectures. It is said, however, that his interpretation of The City of God was full of historical as well as spiritual meaning. Most likely, he was moving towards ideas that a few years later would inspire the most famous and unorthodox of his works, in which he takes us to the city of Amaurot on the island of Utopia – a kind of reordered London emptied of its complacent pomp and showiness and so brought to a state of reason and virtue. 

More’s feat in tackling The City of God came to the attention of the great scholar of the northern Renaissance, the Dutch humanist Desiderius Erasmus, who became close friends with him. Some years later, Erasmus would note his friend’s clear and cheerful speech, sometimes livened ‘with a little air of raillery’. More was a man of frugal habits, only wearing silk or gold when public duties required him to and preferring to drink water, though occasionally allowing himself the pleasure of a simple dish of eggs. He developed a reputation of being free from avarice and acted with perfect integrity, wrote Erasmus, qualities which made him sought after as a lawyer and as a public official in the years following his lectures. More’s addresses at the church of St Lawrence were delivered in front of London’s leading lawyers, clergy and scholars, and Erasmus wrote that these venerable figures were not ‘ashamed to take a lesson in divinity from a young layman, and not at all sorry to have done so’.

More steps out of the church and plunges into the city, and marks of the profane city and the holy city mingle all around him. A forest of church spires rises over London and the sound of bells rings through the alleys below, while the names of nearby streets – Ironmonger Lane, Goldsmiths Row – attest to the worldly economy that hurries on around St Lawrence’s. Leading up from the market street of Cheapside to the south is St Lawrence Lane, where the Blossom’s Inn for travellers displays its sign depicting the saint bordered in flowers. More proceeds westwards, perhaps on his way back to his law offices beyond the city walls. Just north of his birthplace, Milk Street, which is lined with the large houses of wealthy merchants and city officers, he passes a well. To the west of the well is Love Lane, a haunt of those seeking to satisfy their sexual lusts. Continuing onwards, he sees beggars, rich people, holy folk and madmen. He sees butchers, fishmongers, confectioners and fowlers, all of them serving the appetites of a sinful world. Despite the abundance of holy buildings pointing upwards to eternity, London’s dark and closely packed streets make him feel shut in, and ‘prevent one from seeing the heavens’. 

In More’s time, London was at the start of the fast expansion that would eventually turn it into the world’s largest city and still felt like a compact medieval city. Even so, there was already a tradition of imagining it as a disorientating place, ready to defeat the unwary. A fourteenth-century poet wrote of a penniless visitor who was thwarted at every turn by rapacious lawyers and merchants, suffering the theft of his hood in the throng at Westminster only later to see it for sale on Cornhill, before retreating to the fields of Kent. Still earlier, a monk-chronicler warned of the multitude of parasites at work in the city – actors, jesters, flatterers, pederasts, quacks, extortioners, night-wanderers, beggars and buffoons – a collection of earthy London types of a kind that over the centuries would become a staple of literature depicting the seamy underbelly of the city.

To More, London was a perfidious but mesmerising place where the favoured few failed to realise just how temporary their good fortune really was. London’s worthies may preside over the streets and halls of the city, but they are as captive as the swindlers locked in the stocks by the fish and meat stalls. They buy and sell, brawl and chide and take to dice and cards. They pipe and revel, sing and dance and think themselves at liberty. But the city is a prison, says More, its inhabitants ensnared in the desire for earthly achievement and acquisition that can never be satisfied. They chase after fleeting pleasures and are dazzled by silver and gold, fame and flattery. Full of worry about their worldly goods, they become misers heaping up their coins or waste their money on gluttony and display. If the city had a reasonable soul, one like Plato’s full of wit and understanding, says More, the ground would laugh scornfully at great men when they boast of owning land and grand houses.

And so, lamented More a few years after he delivered his lectures, as soon as one stepped into the city one was lured by false love on one side and attacked by quarrels and legal wrangles on the other. ‘What is there in the city to incite to virtue?’ he asked; ‘when one wishes to live well, by a thousand devices and seductions the life of a city drags one down’, and hence London’s heavenly city stays hidden in the cycles of distraction and pride which give energy to the labours of its streets.

More’s lectures at St Lawrence’s were the culmination of an elite education that had prepared him for the life of a scholar and royal official; the contrast between these roles would later be dramatised at a moral level in Utopia. From the age of twelve, More had been inducted into the world of politics and power, having become a page in the household of John Morton, the Lord Chancellor and Archbishop of Canterbury and one of the most important men in England, who years later would be depicted in Utopia as a curious-minded and shrewd man who knew how to use his influence wisely. More’s appointment, arranged by his well-connected lawyer father, took him across the river to Lambeth Palace and was a mark of the privilege and patronage enjoyed by the boy. Among his various tasks, More served at feasts in the great hall during which he would have witnessed the etiquette and pomp on display at the gatherings of noble guests. At Christmas revels More was sometimes invited to take part in theatrical performances; he would step into the action and improvise his part with a cleverness that drew the admiration of the spectators. Morton would often say to his visitors: ‘This child here waiting at the table, whosoever shall live to see it, will prove a marvelous man.’ 

One can well imagine that More soon became valued not just for his intelligence, but for gaining a mastery of the manners needed when serving powerful men. One manual of etiquette of the time advised young people working in a great household to be both cheerful and deferential, and when spoken to ‘look … with a steady eye, and give good ear to their words’, qualities not just of a useful page boy but of the valued royal counsellor that More would grow up to be. This early training, as well as smoothing his ascent, would bring alive to him the question of how far to compromise one’s beliefs when serving power, and this was to become one of the central debates in Utopia. 

By the time he began conceiving his work – it would be published in 1516, when he had reached his late thirties – More had entered public life and become known in Europe’s intellectual circles. He had qualified as a barrister, become a Member of Parliament and gained the friendship of Erasmus, ten years his senior. For his talents More had also come to the attention of Henry VIII, the man who would become the agent of his worldly fortune, carrying him to fame and honour, and in later years to disgrace. The trigger for the composition of Utopia arose out of a change of scene from the confining alleys of London when Henry sent More abroad on a special diplomatic mission.

In May 1515 More joined a delegation to Bruges that was charged with renegotiating a commercial treaty between England and Flanders. The talks concerned the valuable trade in wool and cloth, which was endangered by disputes about taxes and ports, and More had a reputation as a shrewd lawyer and commercial negotiator. After an initial round of talks there was a break in proceedings. More took the opportunity of visiting Antwerp, where he stayed with Peter Giles, the Flemish humanist, city official and friend of Erasmus. More described Giles as a well-read and trustworthy man whose company eased the long separation from home and family. With the talks on hold, More found himself with sudden leisure at hand. Placed in a kind of temporary exile during which he was mixing with some of Europe’s leading humanists and administrators and staying in its most advanced cities – a colleague of his described Antwerp as ‘one of the flowers of the world’ – More began to compose his highly unorthodox work Utopia, which he would complete in London. It was a narrative of intertwined travellers’ tales rooted in true places and events with More as one of its main characters. 

At the start of Utopia, More is depicted in Antwerp, where he has just heard Mass, as he would have done in reality when staying in the city. He steps out of the church and immediately spots Giles standing in the street talking to an unusual-looking stranger. It is at this point that the fictional More – in the story named Morus – peels apart from the real one; More steps into the character and takes on a role. Over the centuries More’s readers have puzzled over what his fictional doppelgänger represents – utopian or sceptic, moraliser or mischievous satirist – and how close Morus’s beliefs as revealed in the subsequent story were to the real More’s.

The man that Morus sees talking to Giles is advanced in years, sunburnt and wears a long beard and a cloak. Morus thinks that he must be a ship’s captain. Giles sees Morus and comes over to him, telling him of the newcomer that ‘there’s no man living today who can give you such an account of unknown people and lands, a topic that I know you are always keen to hear about’.

Giles says that the man, Raphael Hythloday, is a voyager who discovers new lands and new intellectual territories, a latter-day Plato. He is ‘far from incompetent in Latin and is especially well versed in Greek’, and he believes that Greek is the key to true philosophy. He renounced his inheritance and joined the ship of Amerigo Vespucci. On Vespucci’s final voyage, Raphael asked to be left behind and travelled through many lands, finally reaching Ceylon and then Calicut, where he found a ship that took him back to his native land of Portugal. He cares more for travel than for his final resting place, says Giles; ‘he who has no grave is covered by the sky,’ he is fond of saying. 

Morus and Raphael greet each other and go back to Morus
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