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A Find

Till Krause

The following text is from a five-page manuscript recently discovered at a recycling tip* 
in Bullenhausen. The place lies outside Hamburg across the southern arm of the Elbe and 
we frequent it often on our business amid the sandbanks. Indeed, its fame now seems to 
have spread abroad. Puzzled to find such an object here, we felt it must conceal a message 
and so resolved to publish it.

The manuscript was written in German and is attributed in the headline to Natalie 
Liebknecht. She, along with the writer Clara Steinitz, produced the first translation 
of William Morris’s novel News From Nowhere into German. The story—an idyllic 
dream about a future society after a communist revolution—was published in English in 
The Commonweal, the journal of the British Socialist League, in 1890. The German trans-
lation soon followed, appearing in the socialist magazine Die Neue Zeit in 1892/1893 
under the title Kunde von Nirgendwo. 

The manuscript calls it a “forgotten extract” from the novel. Who forgot it? William 
Morris? The translators? Thematic analysis reveals overlaps with the novel’s fifth chapter. 
And yet no such passage, nor anything quite similar, has ever been found in known pub-
lications by William Morris or in any of the handwritten documents currently accessible. 
As no English version has so far been identified, we asked the eminent translator Kate 
Vanovitch to undertake a linguistic reconstruction of how the original probably sounded. 

* Editor’s note: Till Krause is speaking of the German residential practice of Sperrmüll: to pile up old things in heaps in front of doors or on curbs on 
certain announced days so that the municipal waste disposal can collect it. The piles are called Sperrmüllhaufen. Such a pile usually contains extra-large 
items that do not fit in normal household waste, like furniture, but also may contain smaller objects from drawers and attics. Pedestrians move around 
looking for good found objects to recycle. Krause found the manuscript in such a pile of bulky waste. Unfortunately, this tradition of publicly announced 
Sperrmüll-days is slowly disappearing, probably for hygienic reasons, says Krause.
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Transcription of papers left to me by my great-grandmother 
Natalie Liebknecht: A forgotten extract from William Morris’s 
NEWS FROM NOWHERE

We had left the Houses of Parliament behind us and found 
ourselves once more in a wood, when we heard the distant 
clamour of some great gathering. From the laughter and music 
indicated some festival, and yet these were strangely inter-
spersed with lamentations. “This you shall see,” quoth Dick, 
“but from here we must proceed on foot.” He called out to a 
young girl playing close by, entrusted the grey horse and 
carriage to her, and agreed with the pretty young lass, as 
he might with an experienced coachman, where and when we 
should meet again to resume our journey. The girl replied 
with cheerful good sense as if it were the most natural thing 
in the world; then she jumped aboard and deftly steered the 
waggon back along the path by which we had come.

Soon we reached a large, circular pleasure-ground lined with 
tall trees and Gothic branches. There were many groups of 
people here engaged in different forms of movement; some 
I saw that danced, while others stood quite still clasped 
in a firm embrace; some laughed and chattered gaily, while 
others sat and wept. Some groups were doing all this at once, 
dancing, laughing, talking across one another, then plunging 
to the ground in despair, only to leap up again and, with 
tears and cheers alike, to join the others in their jig.

“Never have I seen such a wondrous assembly,” I exclaimed to 
my companion. 

“They are bidding farewell.”

“To whom? To what?”

“Let me take you there,” he answered, striking out along a 
half-hidden track into the forest, where instantly we found 
ourselves alone. Soon we could hear nothing more of the merry-
making, and were surrounded by the manifold voices of the 
wilderness. I was dumbfounded, for I knew from the direction 
we had taken and the number of our steps that we were still 
quite close to Trafalgar Square. I was about to express my 
amazement when Dick stood stock still, put his finger to his 
lips and crouched down in the shadow of a bush. Nothing I 
had seen or heard before can compare with what I now espied 
through the branches. There in a little clearing sat a 
group of naked men and women amid a sounder of wild boars, 
surrounded by crows, ravens and a scattering of hens. Most 
were old, with white hair and sagging faces; but among them 
there were also fine figures of blossoming youth. All of them 
now offered themselves open-armed to the swine, who tore the 
flesh from their arms and legs and snuffled about in their 
entrails. The crows and ravens fluttered down to take their 
pickings; the hens darted between them, snatching shreds and 
scuttling away, hastily chased by their fellows. Again and 
again they stole the bloody scraps from each other’s beaks 
so that none could swallow the booty whole. All the while 
the men and women remained completely calm; some conversed 
with one another in hushed tones, some quietly moaned, while 
others smiled painfully or observed the contest of the hens. 
Many had, it seemed, succumbed already to the slaughter and 
lay there lifeless. The scene was embedded within a soft 
tapestry of dark forest grasses, ornamentally interwoven with 
lily-of-the-valley, violets, columbine and strawberries.

My companion took me by the arm and led me quietly back along 
the path by which we had arrived. 

“How much crueller our England has become than all we have 
ever read in the history books!” cried I, when my companion 
at last came to a halt.

“These places,” he countered, as if he had not heeded my 
reproach, “are a fairly recent institution. But the demand 
for them is growing, and already there are several in this 
woodland. Over by Whitechapel they have begun setting them 
closer to the houses. Eventually we will have them in every 
garden.”

“But to what end?”

“Guest, what you have just seen is necessitated by our sense 
of justice. You have surely noticed on our journey how all who 
dwell in these parts are hale and hearty, and what beautiful 
work we perform, each according to our skills and interests, 
and how we take great pleasure in our lives. But all this 
would be unwarranted and would wither away if the community 
we share with our neighbours were denied to the plants and 
animals around us. We take from them what we need and oblige 
them to show us such devotion. And so it is only right that 
from time to time we show our devotion to them. Whatever 
destiny causes these creatures to do, we humans willingly 
accept, each as we think fit. It is of course no easy matter, 
and so, as you have seen, we dress it up with ceremonies and 
celebrations and a pretty scenery. Of course,” Dick added with 
a chuckle, “without opium it would not work at all.”

I hardly knew what to say, and so we continued on our 
journey. The atmosphere of that wild spot weighed strangely 
on my mind. In the twilight of the tall trees, a bundle of 
rays from the sun danced in a reel with the butterflies. 
Beetles in wondrous costumes flew up, their deep hums merging 
with the silence of the forest. Amid the laurel bushes were 
such thick swarms of flies that no eye could pierce to the 
core of their hideous conclave. And so the flurry resembled a 

grey cloud which, for all its inner movement, seemed to hover 
motionless in the forest. Not for long, however, could I 
observe this spectacle, for my guide was striding ahead. When 
at last I drew level with him, he had stopped and was lost 
in thought, observing a young couple high up in an Egyptian 
fig-tree. They were arranging a climbing honeysuckle into 
careful loops and spirals and had created a blossom of the 
finest Milan lace around its spreading branches. So deeply 
were the pair absorbed in their ornamental labour that they 
did not notice our presence, and I too [Here, one or more 
pages are missing in the manuscript.]

[thinking] still about the curious method of producing timber 
we had just witnessed, when the forest suddenly receded, and 
we were standing once more on the bank of the Thames. The 
bend in the river freed our view towards Tower Bridge in the 
distance, so very like the well-known newspaper illustra-
tion by Jones that I recognised the bridge instantly, even 
though I believed it must surely still be under construc-
tion, for I had visited its new foundations and the setting 
of its steel scaffolding but a week previously. “Ah, the old 
bridge, how much we value it as a relic of its age,” mused 
Dick, following my gaze, “and yet you see how far we have 
progressed since then and how splendidly we have arranged the 
rest.” I could not guess his meaning, for this reach of the 
river with its grey shoals of mud lay in the shadow of over-
hanging branches as far as the eye could see. Only here and 
there did towers of homes and offices, often connected by 
high bridges, stick out above the canopy of trees. 

By now a floating island had come into sight, swept along 
by the current. It was shaped like a shallow hemisphere and 
planted out in places with shrubs and trees like the hills 
at Greenwich. Other parts lay open like the marshes of East 
London, while others again were ashen-grey like the shores 
of the Thames at low tide. All this within a confined space; 
and on one side of the hemisphere stood a little wooden 
hut, blown crooked by the wind, with handsome ornament and 
brightly painted shutters. It was set within a tiny garden of 
vegetables and flowers, where a young gardener had set about 
weeding. 

The hut vanished gradually behind the low horizon as the 
island turned on its axis in the eddying Thames. Instead of 
the garden, the land that faced us now was fearfully barren. 
Yet between the solitary willows and tall grasses I thought 
I glimpsed water birds nesting. Marshy puddles, bent reeds 
and fallen logs lay all in a jumble. And yet they seemed 
woven together by a rich ornament, its serpentine lines 
revealing no perceivable order to the eye, but only the hint 
of some sublime whole. Enthroned on the island’s highest 
point were ancient, weathered oaks. A hidden cuckoo summoned 
with his call, and his placeless voice echoing around every 
point on the compass resonated within me like the sound of 
another world.

For a moment a whim of the river had left the island at a 
standstill, and it began instead to turn in the opposite 
direction. The hut came back into view, only now it no longer 
leaned towards the slope where the wind had skewed it, but 
stood erect on the hillock. I realised then that nothing on 
that isle was fixed and upright. Everything swayed to and 
fro in a languid undulation. I noticed too that, due to the 
rotation, one section was always rising out of the water and 
draining dry as another dipped into the flood. On this grey 
strand coated with mud from the Thames, creatures of the 
land encountered inhabitants of the water and engaged with 
them in strife. In all this ceaseless swaying and rising and 
dipping, surely those muddled currents of the river were not 
alone in causing the island’s dance. Surely there must be 
another force at play. In short, the floating island must be 
revolving around a tilted axis like a globe of papier-mâché. 
A heavenly body rotating in the Thames, exposed to the 
arbitrary caprice of the water. Only a part of this islet, 
then, was visible above the river, while yet more seemed to 
lie below the surface — how great the expanse, or whether the 
whole orb, defied my vision.

“Here you see a fine specimen of our clockmaking skills 
combined with our best horticultural arts,” Dick called. 
“There are many such islets, all various in design, both on 
water and on land, and even some in the air, suspended from 
balloons and towers. There is no real need for them, but 
there is always one neighbour or another who feels the urge 
to build such a miniature world, as an artistic exercise and 
in homage to our desire to live in fellowship with nature’s 
many agents. Whoever so wishes is welcome to spend a few 
weeks here, living as a hermit and making a contribution. 
Inside the island, there is a mechanism for shifting weights 
so that it continues to revolve around itself, allowing its 
shores to sink into the river and rise again. On the island, 
many of the flowers, trees, stones, even fine grains of sand, 
are artistic formations, some cast in precious metals, or 
carved in wood, or shaped in alabaster, or hewn from rock and 
painted. And the real plants growing here are lavishly tended 
and draped from the moment they germinate. Whatever flies in, 
be it a seedpod or a brooding duck, is tested to see how it 
interacts with the artificial wilderness. Especially on the 
shore, which is regularly lapped by waves, nibbled by fish, 
populated by snails and mussels, and ransacked by birds and 
foxes. This needs our care by the day, nay, by the hour. The 
garden stretches underwater, and our divers go down there 
every day to plait emerald-studded brocade with seaweed 
and to fuse mother-of-pearl with shells of driven silver.” 
[The manuscript ends here.]
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