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don that ultimatelywent beyond concerns for intellectual and cultur­
al gravitas and was fundamental to Morris's lasting interpretation of
Iceland as, in the terms ofone of his own romances, a wondrous isle.
At the heart of this interpretation was a profound understanding of
John Gardner's claim that genuine wonderment 'requires of us
respect, even reverence', and that, as the philosopher Mary Midgley
emphasises, 'wonder involves love', for 'it is an essential element in
wonder that we recognise what we seeas something we did not make,
cannot fully understand, and acknowledge as containing something
greater than ourselves'. 18 Thus, whilst other visitors gazed at, rode..
through, took samples from, sketched and wrote about Iceland,
Morris wonderedat it.

Any man or woman of particular vision and insight, claimed
Benjamin Scott, has at some point 'stood abashed in wonderment
before the awful majesty of life',19 Morris certainly stood 'abashed in
wonderment' before 'the awful majesty' of Iceland. His journals
repeatedly bear witness to this as they attempt to capture with the
utmost accuracy and immediacy the effects of 'a wonderful fiery and
green sunset' , the 'wonderful sight' ofa great valleyand the sheer exhil­
aration at what was, on one occasion, simply 'a wonder ofa day'. 20

These attempts are invariably dependent on a vocabulary ofwonder­
ment, withvariations ofthe word 'wonder' appearingwith notable fre­
quency throughout the 1871 journal and recurring regularly in the
briefer one of1873 - for on returning after two yearsto 'that terrible ice­
capped wall' which had to be traversed to reach Markarfljor, Morris
was quick to emphasise that 'though I remembered it so well from last
time my wonder at it had lost none ofits freshness'.21

This is not to suggest that Morris had sole claim to such a vocabu­
lary in attempting to communicate his response to Iceland through
the written page. Many other nineteenth-century travellers employed
similar language in an attempt to describe scenes and landscapes
which bore no relation to the familiar ones of home, Frequently, the
reader senses that these writers' literary abilities were stretched to the
limit - a problem openly admitted by Lord Dufferinwho, in his prefa­
tory comments to his description ofThingvellir, concluded: 'I sup­
pose I shall come to grief in as melancholy a manner as my predeces­
sors, whose ineffectual pages whiten the entrance to the valley they
have failed to describe'. 22 Butnone ofthese writers, I would argue, uses
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the vocabulary of wonderment with quite the same purpose or
significance as Morris. Notably, John Purkis declares that Morris's
journals avoid 'vague gush over "the wonders ofIceland'" .2J This state­
ment makes a valid distinction between what Morris found to wonder
at in Iceland and what many ofhis contemporaries found worthy ofa
marvelling response - most notably Geysir, which Morris approached
with an almost vehement contempt. But we cannot ignore the prolif.::·
eration ofwonder-derived terminology in the journals, nor the impor­
tance ofthis terminology to our understanding ofMorris's response to

the country. For Morris, the predominance of such language was a
genuine attempt to articulate in his own terms the emotionally and
psychologically complex relationship he developed with the Icelandic ­
landscape during his tours of1871 and 1873, for whilst he did eventual-
ly make a fair copy ofhis 1871 journal for Georgiana Burne-jones, he
did not keep either journalwith the intention ofpublishing it, and was
thus liberated from the constraints and expectations incumbent on
those writing for a public readership. Wonder, writes R.W. Hepbum,
is 'non-exploitative' and 'non-utilitarian'; with no public audience or,
financial gain in mind, Morris was able to wonder at and write about
Iceland authentically and honestly, free from the need to exploit its ,
geological sensations and to mould its landscape to the contours of'
both his own and his readers' expectations."

One ofthe most remarkable demonstrations ofthis freedom occurs
in Morris's 1871 journal entry on his visit to Thingvellir. Approaching
this hallowed site ofIceland's early democracy, Morris recorded in his
journal how 'all the infinite wonder, which came upon me when I
came up on the deck ofthe Diana to see Iceland for the first time comes
on me again now' .25 On arriving in the Thingmeads, Morris explored
further the nature of that 'infinite wonder', writing how 'that thin
thread of insight and imagination, which comes so seldom to us, and
issuch a joywhen it comes, did not fail me at this first sight ofthe great­
est marvel and most storied place ofIceland' .26 He experienced a simi­
larly powerful moment ofclarity and inspiration at Halldorsstadir in
1873, writing in his journal that 'therewas something eminently touch>,
ing about the valley and its nearness to the waste that gave me that •
momentary insight' into what the whole thing means that blesses us :
sometimes and is gone again'. 27 These moments of 'infinite wonder' j
are a direct echo of those 'spots of time', identified by Wordsworth,
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'Which with distinct pre-erninence retain / A vivifying virtue',
they were all the more memorable for Morris because they were
uncontrived and unsolicited, all the more rewarding because they
were liberated from seeking or intention."

III

Such moments ensured that Iceland remained Morris's personal 'Holy
Land' to the end of his life, though he did not return to the country
after 1873, and it is their remarkable potency that helps to explain the
prominent influence ofIceland's landscape on the prose romances he;
began writing nearly twenty years after his final visit." For it is the pre­
dominance ofwonderment in Morris's own response to Iceland that is.
ofprimary significance in the use he makes ofits landscape in his final
narratives - a consideration suggested byJane Cooper's comment that
'many ofthe passages in his diaries which are echoed in the romances.
are ones where he comments on strangeness, wonder, excitement ot)
terror'." Indeed, 1would argue that it was through the imaginative ter- .
rains of his last romances that Morris ultimately found his most"
effective means ofcommunicating both the nature and the far-reach­
ing implications ofhis experience ofthis topography ofwonder.

It is in the mountainous regions ofthe last romances that the nature
ofMorris's engagement with the Icelandic landscape is most dramati­
cally demonstrated. This is by no means surprising in the context of
the marvelling responses that mountains have for centuries evoked in
the human mind as geological structures representative, in Ruskin's
words, of'a link between heaven and earth'Y It was, however, surpris­
ing for Morris. '1 rather miss the mountains I must say', Morris con­
fessed to Louisa Baldwin on his return from Iceland in 1871, 'which is
not what I expected, for I use [sic] to consider myself a hater ofthem' .32

Later in 1877, describing his approach to Ireland from the sea for
Georgiana Burne-jones, he noted how 'a thickish mist hid all the feet
of the mountains, while a cloud or two was lying on top of them: it
·It)okedvery like Iceland and quite touched my hard heart'Y Asa con­
sequence of the surprisingly tenacious impact Iceland's mountains
maintained on his imagination, mountains also provide some of the

,most remarkable landscapes of Morris's final narratives - and none
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more so than the Great Mountains in The Wellat theWorlds End.
At acrucial point in this narrative, the protagonist Ralph and Otter,

a captain in the Lord ofUtterbol's army, survey the terrible range of
Icelandic-inspired mountains which rear up in the distance as they
travel to Utterbol. Gazing at this appalling wall ofrock, Otter confides
to Ralph:

'Whiles I deem that ifone were to get to the other side there would be

a great plain like to this: whiles that there is naught save mountains

beyond, and yet again mountains, like the waves ofa huge stone sea. Or

whiles I think that one would come to an end of the world, to a place

where is naught but a ledge, and then below it a gulffilled with nothing

but the howling ofwinds, and the depth ofdarkness. Moreover this is

my thought, that all we ofthese parts should be milder men and ofbet­

ter conditions, ifyonder terriblewall were away. It is as ifwe were thralls

ofthe great mounrains.Y'

In Otter's description, Morris demonstrates not only the ambivalence
of response that mountains engender in the human observer but also
the magnitude of their psychological and emotional impact. For
Otter, the mountains generate the most potent effectsofastonishment
identified by Burke as the highest experience ofthe sublime, 'that state,
of the soul, in which all motions are suspended, with some degree of
horror' - the visual impact ofthe mountains is overwhelming, even
hallucinatory, ashis mind contemplates the nihilistic abyssthat poten-"
tially lurks behind their slopes." In contrast, Ralph contemplates that
same 'huge wall of mountains, black and terrible, that rose up sharp
and clear into the morning air' with significantly different thoughts
and emotions:

Now Ralph, though he were but little used to the sight ofgreat moun­

tains, yet felt his heart rather rise than fall at the sight of them; for he

said: 'Surely beyond them lieth some new thing for me, life or death:

fair fame or the forgetting ofall men.' And it was long that he could not
take his eyes offthem.36

Here instead is the experience ofthe sublime as defined by Ruskin in
the first volume of Modern Painters, in which he insisted that:
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it is not the fear, observe, but the contemplation of death; not the

instinctive shudder and struggle ofself-preservation, but the deliberate
measurement ofthe doom, which is really great or sublime in feeling.
It is not while we shrink, but while we defy, that we receive or convey
the highest conceptions ofthe fate.37

Ruskins definition integrates the dynamic ofwonder within the expe­
rience ofthe sublime, for 'wonder retains an element ofdetachment or
ideation,' writes Howard Parsons, 'a minimal curiosity, a control of
emotion that gives psychic distance to the event and permits at least in
some small degree the play of imagination'. In contrast, Parsons
asserts, 'when detached imagination is overcome by emotion, such as
great fear or terror, wonder disappears.?" Ralph's wondering response
thus defies the paralysing fear that the mountains instil in Otter; his
undeterred curiosity and imagination enable him to comprehend
them in terms ofaccess and progression rather than impediment and
stasis,even though this might only be progress towards death. Instead
ofwishing them away, he welcomes the Great Mountains as an essen­
tial element of the quest terrain, and far from being their thrall he
judges himselfworthy ofthe challenge they present. The 'shudder and
struggle ofself-preservation' is thus dispelled through the essentially
motivational influence ofwonder as Otter's perceived barrier trans­
mutes into Ralph's perceived passage.

In Ralph's reaction, Morris anticipates Robert Macfarlane's propo­
sition that what we call a mountain is actually 'a collaboration of the
physical forms of the world with the imagination of humans - a
mountain of the mind'. 39 This interplay between the actual and the
imaginary is, as Parsons identifies, integral to a state ofwonderment
and Morris explores its dynamic influence once again through Ralph
and Ursula's subsequent response to this intimidating Wall of the
World which must be traversed if they are to reach the Well at the

~ World's End. As they draw closer to the mountains with their guide,
the SageofSwevenham, he warns them, '''ifyour hearts fail you, there
isyet time to turn back'", to which a smiling Ralph responds: "'Master,
no such sorry story shall I bear back to Upmeads, that after many sor­
rows borne, and perils overcome, I came to the Gates of the
Mountains, and turned back for fear ofthat which I had not proved"'.
Nonetheless, as they move towards them over the plain Ralph and
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Ursula feel 'as if the mountains and their terror hung over their very
heads', and on reaching their lower outcrops ofrock 'theygazedawhile
and their hearts were in their mouth' .40 In their decision to proceed,
Ralph and Ursula enact once more wonder's impetus from momen­
tary paralysis to vital action; though temporarily astonished they are
able to maintain wonder's 'psychic distance' and engage imaginatively
with what lies beyond the mountains, contemplating the potential
rewards that crossing them offers.

The incident echoes Morris's own response at Hiardalur in I87!
when, after noting the various 'forebodings and sentimental desires'
that had troubled him before dinner, he recorded in his journal:

but when I went out afterwards in the dead ofnight, and looking up at

the black mountains opposite, thought the moon lay on them brightly

high up, and found presently that it was snow that had fallen since we

came in, halfWay up them, a sort ofpang shot through me of how far

away I was and shut in, which was not altogether a pain either, the

adventure seemed so worthy."

Wonder's objects must, Hepburn writes, be 'judged in some waywor­
thy ofwonder'; both Morris's Icelandic 'adventure' and Ralph and
Ursula's adventure of the Well at the World's End are thus judged by
the adventurers not only to beworthy ofwonder but alsoworthy ofthe
risks and sacrifices which that judgement implies." Sublime objects,
argued Kant, when viewed from a position ofpersonal security, 'raise
the energies ofthe soul above their accustomed height and discover in
us a faculty ofresistance ofa quite different kind' .43 Morris recognised
that a profound experience ofwonder raised those energies and facul­
ties even - and perhaps most particularly- when such personal securi- .. ­
ty could not be guaranteed.

This 'faculty ofresistance' is powerfully demonstrated in TheStory
ofthe Glittering Plainwhen the protagonist Hallblithe struggles for
survival in the mountainous wastes that border the plain. Bereft of
strength and 'faint with hunger and thirst', Hallblithe surveys the ter­
rain around him 'and saw that he was high up amongst the mountain­
peaks: before him and on either hand was but a world of fallow stone
rising ridge upon ridge like the waves of the wildest winter sea'.44 The
sterility and oppressive repetition of the scene gestures at the tradi­
tionallywondrous terrain offantasy identified by RosemaryJackson-
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a terrain which, Jackson argues, generally relies on 'relatively bleak,
empty, indeterminate landscapes, which are less definable as places
than as spaces, as white, grey, or shady blankness'.45 But in Iceland,
Morris had experienced the reality of fantastic landscapes, meaning
that his wondrous spaces are invariably an accurate representation of
specificplaces. Journeying to Vatnsdalur on his I87! Icelandic journey
he had recorded a notably similar landscape to that in which
Hallblithe finds himselfstranded, 'a mass ofbare jagged mountains, all
best with clouds, that, drifting awaynow and then show dreadful inac­
cessible ravines and closed up valleyswith no trace ofgrassabout them
among the toothed peaks and rent walls'; it was, Morris concluded,
'the most horrible sight ofmountains I had the whole journey long'. 46

His last romances provided Morris with an imaginative context in
which to reconstruct such 'horrible' sights, and the effectivenesswith
which he managed this was explicitly acknowledged by Collingwood
and Stefansson after their own visit to Iceland in 1899. Attempting to

describe the astonishing highway they had traversed beyond
Hnitafjord, they declared of its 'impressive' and 'bewildering' aspect:
'It has hardly been suggested in writing - unless in the fancied terrors
of the passage beyond the Uttermost House in the "Glittering Plain"
ofWilliam Morris.' But this acknowledgment goes beyond a mere
appreciation for topographical verisimilitude. 'One realised what folk
meant once when they talked of the horror of the hills', continued
Collingwood and Stefansson; 'here we saw travelling as it used to be;
and it was a wet and weary couple that came down the pass that after­
noon'." Like Morris, they had experienced what it meant not only to
gaze at but to traverse such hostile landscapes - an experience which
brought the traveller into a much more direct and compelling rela­
tionship with that landscape than could ever be achieved through the
voyeuristic frisson engendered by a detached aesthetic enjoyment of
its sublime qualities.

Such a relationship is necessarily ambiguous, as exemplified by
Hallblirhe's varying responses to the rocky waste. Contemplating
what he at first believeswill be his inevitable demise Hallblithe accepts
the landscape as an unconquerable adversary against whom it is no
shame to admit defeat. In his 'deliberate measurement of [the] doom'
that awaits him, he enacts what Ruskin declared to be the true experi­
ence ofsublime emotion, neither shrinking from nor avoiding hisown
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death but calling instead upon his kindred to grant "'a blessing on this
man about to die here, doing none otherwise than you would have
him'". Nor is Hallblithe prepared to await his demise passively:
"'Death tarries; were it not well that I go to meet himi" he calls aloud
as he forces himself 'painfully' down the mountain slopes. This physi­
caland emotional resilience resurfaces with renewed vigourwhen he is
restored to consciousness by the assistance ofthe three Wayfarers who
find him in the wasteland. '''I have an errand in the world'" , Hallblithe
tells them, asserting a renewed sense ofpersonal purpose and integrity
which achieves its most defiant expression when, still trapped in the
wasteland and 'beset with famine', he sees two ravens ahead of him.
Interpreting this manifestation of his kindred's totem as a symbolic
indication ofhis assured survival, Hallblithe's heart risesand 'he smote
his palms together, and fell to singing an old song ofhis people, amidst
the rocks whereas few men had sung aforetime' .48

In this seemingly incongruous conjunction of hostile landscape
and celebratory song, Morris offers a glimpse of the exhilaration and
inspiration that accompany an intense state ofwonderment, a won­
derment consequent on the experience and survival ofthe type ofter­
rible country he himself had confronted, if on less drastic terms, in
Iceland. Notably, two of the letters Morris wrote prior to his second
visit in 1873 reveal his having contemplated the potentially fatal dan­
gers and hardships that, asAndrew Wawn has noted, Iceland still pre­
sented in the second halfofthe nineteenth century," Writing to Aglaia
Coronio in January 1873 Morris admitted: 'I fancy the Iceland voyage
will be necessity to me this year: sometimes I like the idea of it, and
sometimes it fills me with dismay: but I think 'tis pretty certain to do
me good if I come back safe from it'. 50 It was an ambivalence that
remainedwith him until the morning he sailed, when he confided in a
letter to Philip Webb: 'I feel grave enough and not much as if this were
a pleasant trip, but hope to get something out ofit all; and (thoughyou
may think that unreasonable) to come back again at last' .51 Yetamidst
the hesitations and uncertainties evident in these extracts Morris con­
sistently affirmed the regenerative trust he placed in the experience of
the Icelandic landscape and which he later articulated in Hallblithe's
shifting response to the mountainous waste. In consequence Iceland's
topography becomes a crucial element in determining the success of
the quests of the protagonists of the last romances - quests which, as
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Carole Silver has emphasised, ate themselves 'metaphors for the
process ofregeneration' .52

If! can only get away in some sort ofhope and heart' , Morris wrote
to Aglaia in anticipation ofhis 1873 Iceland tour, 'I know it will be the
making of me'." In the last romances the re-imagined landscape of
Iceland is also the making ofMorris's protagonists. The challenges it,
presents inspire a respect and reverence that is the foundation ofa rela­
tionship based on wonder and which relates to Kant's assertion that
the experience of the sublime 'does not so much involve a positive
pleasure as admiration or respect' .54 Furthermore, the act ofwonder..
ing isessentially the contemplation and interrogation ofpossibiliries->,
for as the philosopher Cornelis Verhoeven writes, 'wonder that a thing
isso is motivated by a possibility that it might be different'.55 Morris's
last romances are structured through such contemplation and interro­
gation, processes frequently enacted through the interaction between
protagonist and topography. This is perhaps articulated most explicit..
ly in Osberne's question to Elfhild across the torrents of the epony­
mous river that divides them in Morris's very last narrative, The
SunderingFlood- a riverwhich fallsin 'swirling and gurgling eddies' of
'black water' through 'a wall ofsheer rock' flanked by 'rent and tum­
bled crags' .56 It is amidst what Florence Boos has identified as this
'essentially Icelandic landscape' that Osberne explains to Elfhild his
decision to leave Wethermel and join forces against the Baron of
Deepdale, calling to her:

'Must I not takechancehapand war bythe hand and followwhere they
lead, that I maylearnthe wideness of the world, and compassearth and
seatillI havegoneabout the Sundering Floodand found thy little body
somewhere in the said wide world?And maybe this is the beginning
thereof'S?

The Sundering Flood thus asserts itselffrom the very beginning ofthe
romance asa topographical wonder, not only because ofits compelling
Icelandic details and its suggestions ofnon-traversable space, but also
because through its autonomy and vitality it givesphysical expression
to the dynamics ofwonder, hope and desire that inspire Osberne and
Elfhild's quest to be united.
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IV

In confronting and accepting the challenges of the various Icelandic­
inspired landscapes that permeate these narratives, the protagonists of
Morris's last romances experience that expansive and stimulatingsense
of 'infinite wonder' with which Morris had himself been gifted in
Iceland, and are thus privileged, momentarily, with that same 'thin
thread of insight and imagination' which enables them to proceed in
their various quests. Iceland's distinctive presence in the last romances
thus not only fulfils that 'longing for the landscape ofIceland' that lin­
gered with Morris long after his last voyage but is also his means of
honouring the simultaneously clarifying and motivational influence
ofthat 'most romantic ofalldeserts' .58(10 these final narratives he there­
by found his most potent means ofarticulating the imaginative and
emotive effects that this alien and remarkable landscape had had upon
him - effects captured in a letter written after his return from Iceland
in 1873 in which he described: 'as I looked up at Charles's Wain tonight
all my travel there seemed to come back on me, made solemn and ele­
vated in one moment, till my heart swelled with the wonder ofit' .59

It was through the agency ofwonder that Morris anticipated, expe...
rienced and remembered Iceland - a process re-enacted through the
protagonists of his final narratives who, like Carlyle's Teufelsdrockh
and like Morris himself, are both 'wonder-loving and wonder-seek­
ing'.60 Furthermore, as exemplified in Osberne's words to Elfhild
across the Sundering Flood, it is through the conjunction of these
wonder-loving protagonists and the Icelandic-inspired landscapes of
the last romances that Morris anticipates Howard Parson's claim that
'the will to wonder' is essentially 'the will to consider great alternatives'
and 'the will to try them out' .61 In this way,;the idea ofwonder as criti­
cal and transformative experience offers a connecting thread which
can be traced from Morris's journeys to Iceland through his later corn...
mitment to Socialism before achieving valedictory expression in his
last romances. Hence, whilst there is no space here for any detailed
consideration{;fthe impact ofIceland on Morris's political activism, I
suggest that it is in what Hepburn has called wonder's 'questioningand
questing aspect' that we find the most compelling link between Morris
the Icelandic pilgrim, Morris the Socialist and Morris the romance
writer.'? For it is amidst the Icelandic-derived topographies ofthe last
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romances that Morris's protagonists are invariably forced both to
question their own resources and capabilities and to assess the value of
the goals they pursue, and it is in confronting terrible mountains,
wastelands and impassable rivers that they invariably make the
uncompromising commitment that is essential for the completion of
their quests.

If therefore, as Mackail claimed, t4~ impact ofIceland on Morris's
life can never be 'wholly intelligible' ,(1 think Morris at least came clos-­
est to making it intelligible in his fin--at narratives, in which the won-­
drous landscapes of Iceland and the wondering interrogation of
humanity's possibilities combine.~~n consequence, the last romances

~......,c

remain the most persuasive testimony to Morris's success in fulfilling
the longing he expressedin his 1871 IcelandicJournal- a longing 'to get
an impression ofthe place into me'.63 For it issurely as much Morris as
it is Ursula that we hear in the words spoken to Ralph amidst the
Icelandic wastes in The Wellat theWorlds End:

'Three months ago I lay on my bed at Bourton Abbas, and all the while

here was this huge manless waste lying under the bare heavens and

threatened by the store-house of the fires of the earth: and I had not

seen it, nor thee either, 0 friend; and now it hath become a part ofme

forever."
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