‘The land which ye seek is
the land which I seek to
Xee from’. The Story of the
Glittering Plain and
Teutonic Democracy
Dustin Geeraert
i
William Morris’s romance The Story of the Glittering Plain tells of Hallblithe,
a warrior from Cleveland (an alternative England), who undertakes a quest to
recover his bride from the Viking-like raiders of the Isle of Ransom (a parallel
Iceland). Morris was well aware of the physical nature all forms of art, including
literature. Under the inXuence of cultural critics of capitalism such as Carlyle
and Ruskin, Morris’s interest in medieval literature and manuscripts, and early
modern printed books, symbolised for him a time before culture was treated as a
consumer product. His work with the Kelmscott Press represents in large part a
reaction against the late Victorian commodiWcation of literature: since in his view
the physical book and its informational contents were inseparable, shoddy commercial mass-production of books inherently cheapened literature itself. Thus,
just as Hallblithe builds a ship in order to Xee the dystopian Glittering Plain, so
did Morris engage in a book design conservative both in process and product in
order to reject mass-production. Morris’s emphasis on traditional methods and
styles in book design reXects his desire for an authentic medievalism, one which
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would reXect the best of both English and Icelandic cultural traditions. While he
ultimately felt that in its two Kelmscott editions (1891 and 1894, the latter including woodcuts by Walter Crane) The Story of the Glittering Plain was a failure,1 it
is indicative in both its physical design and contents of a ‘lost’ English tradition
Morris was trying to envision. In its medievalist aesthetic, its choice of Germanic
type, and the Icelandic inXuence on story, style and vocabulary, Morris’s design
for The Glittering Plain illustrates the ideals of Teutonic Democracy.
Morris’s contention that the book and its contents are inseparable meshes
well with modern bibliographical concerns. As Jerome McGann observes, ‘Every
literary work that descends to us operates through the deployment of a double
helix of perpetual codes: the linguistic codes, on the one hand, and the bibliographical codes on the other’.2 The material form of a given book is an important
component of its meaning. However, such form is often neglected, owing to the
modern assumption that a book is merely a window into abstract information,
which should be as transparent as possible so that readers can process its content
as eYciently as possible. This is all the more true as informational content sheds
its physical bindings and migrates to electronic media such as web sites and
ebooks (although some electronic versions of Morris’s works at least preserve part
of their aesthetic dimension by including images of his designs).3 Morris sought
to resist exactly those kinds of reading habits which have become standard in the
modern world. SpeciWcally, printing for cheapness and reading for speed impose
a kind of factory mentality, the opposite of the aesthetic experience of reading
which he valued.
Morris’s perspective began with the inXuence of cultural critics whom Phillip
Chase has labelled ‘conservative radicals’, including John Ruskin and Thomas
Carlyle. ‘The Victorian fascination with the Middle Ages … represented a reaction against the ascendant industrial middle classes … The “conservative radicals” of nineteenth-century England rallied around an anti-industrial and antibourgeois philosophy’. 4 Chase’s term may be misleading, since the word ‘radical’
is often taken to imply a progressive or even revolutionary political perspective,
as opposed to its more technical meaning, which simply denotes distance from
the mainstream. While the term ‘conservative radical’ would apply in both senses
of the latter word to Morris himself (whose political perspective was indeed progressive and revolutionary), the word radical in ‘conservative radical’ should be
understood here only in its second sense; the thrust of the term is cultural rather
than political. It implies conservative or alternative views on culture, including
rejection of nineteenth-century ‘progress’ (particularly industrialism), a love of
historical aesthetic achievements, and a distaste for philosophical positivism and
aesthetic realism.
At exactly the time when the social sciences were beginning to explain history in terms of impersonal forces, Thomas Carlyle insisted that ‘Great Men’,
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not social forces, drive history.5 His thesis was part of a broader assessment that
changes in nineteenth-century British society were destroying human dignity.6
Much of his criticism is aesthetic: heroic Wgures are dramatic and inspiring,
whereas social forces are abstract and, in his view, ‘melancholy’, 7 factories are
ugly, whereas traditional architecture is beautiful, and so forth. Carlyle even
extends his aesthetic criticism to worldviews; for example adversely comparing
the mechanistic Cartesian-Newtonian view of the universe to the Old Norse
concept of Yggdrasil the World Tree: ‘I Wnd no similitude so true as this of a Tree.
Beautiful; altogether beautiful and great. The “Machine of the Universe” – alas,
do but think of that in contrast!’8 He further contrasts the power of ‘Loke, a most
swift subtle Demon’ as a mythic metaphor for Wre, ‘which we designate by some
trivial chemical name, thereby hiding from ourselves the essential character of
wonder’. 9 Thus, Carlyle inXuenced Morris not just in his reaction against nineteenth-century aesthetics and culture, but also in looking to Iceland as a source
of wonder. Indeed, Phillippa Bennett describes The Story of the Glittering Plain
as ‘a tale that celebrates the very act and art of wonder, placing it at the centre of
human existence’. 10
Morris, who printed Ruskin’s famous architectural study ‘The Nature
of Gothic’ (from The Stones of Venice, 1853) at the Kelmscott Press, and who cofounded the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings in order to attempt
halt their unsympathetic ‘restoration’, certainly agreed with the ‘conservative
radical’ aesthetic perspective, explaining with characteristic vigour: ‘Apart from
the desire to produce beautiful things, the leading passion of my life has been and
is hatred of modern civilization’. 11 Indeed, when Morris comments early on in
The Early Literature of the North – Iceland, ‘It is a country of no account whatever
commercially’ before going on to praise its culture, literature and history and
calling it a ‘Holy Land’, 12 one sees the same opposition between beauty on the
one hand and ‘modern civilization’ (as deWned by capitalism and industrialism)
on the other. As Chase explains, this view was inXuenced by Ruskin:
From conservative radicalism, and particularly from Ruskin, Morris acquired his
life-long conviction that art reXects the conditions of society. The division of
labour that forced workers to put out shoddy, mass-produced goods made
impossible the creation of art with any sort of connection to the people.13

While Morris’s views on industrialism diVered radically from those of the
many socialists whose outlook was more ‘modernist’, his focus on tradition and
craftsmanship overlaps with ideas of worker control of production. Thus, Morris’s conversion to a form of socialism so revolutionary that he found it necessary
to take trouble to distinguish it from anarchism, complemented rather than
contradicted his conservative views on culture. Indeed, given the ways in which
various aspects of Morris’s worldview Wt together, for him socialism was only a
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restoration of traditional values found in England’s oldest literature: the medieval
quest-romance. As Anna Vaninskaya writes, ‘in his romances Morris managed to
add another dimension to this quest by demonstrating the potential of the “oldest” literary form to give expression to the most cutting-edge political ideology.
Socialism was uncovered not only in the proprietary and legislative practices of
primitive tribes … but in the literary practices inherited from them as well’.14

ii
The assumption that books are merely a mass-market product to be carelessly
consumed is utterly at odds with Morris’s view of books as a gateway to a realm
separate from the ugliness and oppression of the England of his own time – a
place made ugly and oppressive, in his view, by commercialism. In News From
Nowhere (1890), he famously depicted a utopia which transcended industrialism
and capitalism in favour of craftsmanship and democracy, while in The House of
the WolWngs (1889), and The Roots of the Mountains (1889), he envisioned a similar
kind of society among the European ancestors of the English – depicting their
culture in terms directly inspired by medieval Iceland. As Anna Vaninskaya again
notes, ‘What made the Icelanders such perfect stand-ins for the hypothetical
Goths … was their retention of prehistoric memories of Teutonic mythology and
customary law that had nearly disappeared in the rest of Europe’.15
Thus, Morris saw his own ideals in terms of England’s direct inheritance from
its Germanic ancestors (a legacy to which England should return). These ideals,
in summary, incorporate ‘conservative radical’ aesthetic views, pro-Germanic
cultural views inspired by Iceland, and pro-democratic and socialist political
views. Such an overall perspective is closely aligned with the political idealisation
of the ‘Old North’, and England’s connection to it via Teutonic Democracy, a
speciWc form of Victorian Medievalism which focused on England’s Germanic
heritage. Chase explains,
The central belief of the cult of Teutonic Democracy in England was that the
Anglo-Saxons originally belonged to a Germanic social system that was more
representative than the feudalism brought by the Normans from the Latin South.
… Most of the nineteenth-century translators and popularisers of Icelandic sagas
... shared the conviction that England’s Germanic past linked it with an ‘Old
North’ in which important political decision were made not by powerful nobles
but by common consensus during the ‘Thing’, the earliest form of parliament.16

Citing the frequency of the terms ‘Teuton’ and ‘Teutonic’ in the titles of books
on a wide variety of subjects from the last third of the nineteenth century, Anna
Vaninskaya observes that ‘The national myth of Teutonism had a long history …
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but around the time that Morris was discovering Iceland and casting about for a
political solution to his dissatisfaction with modern civilisation it was undergoing a remarkable renaissance’. 17 Her description of Teutonic Democracy complements and conWrms that of Chase:
The recurring motifs of nationalistic writing included the ‘free forests’ of Tacitus’s
Germany, the communal basis of Teutonic society, the democratic nature of Teutonic institutions, especially as contrasted with decadent and despotic Rome, the
narrative of the revivifaction of Europe by vigorous, liberty-loving Germanic
invaders, the purity of English blood, the superiority of the Germanic element in
the English tongue, and the Saxon origins of Parliament. 18

Morris sets The Story of the Glittering Plain at a time when northern raiders plague
the shores of Cleveland (his alternative England), a setting highly reminiscent
of the epoch of the strongest impact of Scandinavian culture and language on
England: the Viking Age.
Yet despite the narrative conXict between the cultures representing the English and the Norse, the real enemy is the seductive but soulless Glittering Plain;
a dystopia of mindless pleasure and eternal youth which lacks history, tradition,
goals and relationships. Removal of these elements leads to the loss of meaning
and identity, so much so that Hallblithe decides to Xee back to his own land in
order to live a normal, mortal life. The connection between this empty, pleasuredriven dystopia and the views of the ‘conservative radicals’ as to what England
was becoming is clear when one considers that Ruskin, for example, contemptuously termed the Crystal Palace the ‘Giant Greenhouse’, a phrase which Morris
quoted on his own refusal to enter it aged seventeen.19 Both Ruskin and Morris intended this phrase to condemn the technological utopianism of the Great
Exhibition, which they regarded as emptying life of meaning. Graham Seaman
explains how the contrary position of meaningful (i.e. ‘useful’) work is manifested in Morris’s story: ‘once Hallblithe’s struggle to escape from the Glittering
Plain has become his work – much to the astonishment of the other inhabitants
– meaning is restored to him, and he is free’. 20 Hallblithe’s building of a ship in
order to escape this false utopia (and return to his own people), even at the cost of
giving up immortality, eVectively symbolises Morris’s own views on craft, work,
and community loyalty.
As The House of the WolWngs and The Roots of the Mountains demonstrate,
Morris took medieval Icelandic (Old Norse) literature to be representative of a
broader Germanic culture widely distributed across Northwest Europe (Scandinavia, Germany, Britain, Ireland) and the North Atlantic, and which lasted temporally from conXict the between the Romans and the Gothic tribes documented
by Tacitus to the end of the Viking Age in 1066. Indeed, Morris lamented the
lack of sagas in Old English, which he thought might have been written had the
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Norman Conquest not succeeded.21 Beowulf, however, is enough to show that a
thematic obsession with bravery in the face of certain defeat was indeed shared
in Old Norse and Old English literature,22 and it is this warrior ethic which the
Glittering Plain contradicts the most.
For the deathlessness of the Glittering Plain renders impossible the source of
meaning in much of Old Norse literature: facing adversity with only one’s courage and a code of honour. Adherence to such a code in the face of danger is one of
the major themes of the Icelandic sagas; without challenges, the strength of the
hero or family is never tested. Hallblithe’s name, and his unyielding allegiance
to his people and his bride, should be read in the context of Morris’s particular
understanding of the notion of heroism in Old Norse literature. In the sagas,
the hero’s death is a display of bravery, prowess, and honour which creates a
reputation which will live on, as the following famous statement attributed to
the Norse god Odin attests: ‘Cattle die, kinsmen die/ the self must also die;/ but
glory never dies,/ for the man who is able to achieve it’.23 Morris adds another
dimension based on his socialist political views: the hero’s death is also a display
of self-sacriWce and loyalty to a community.
This point is most clear in The House of the WolWngs, and the death of its hero
Thiodolf. Anna Vaninskaya explains that Thiodolf is concerned with ‘the collective survival of his people’, and that his immortality can come only through
the reputation he leaves behind among them: ‘he will die his appointed death
precisely so as not to be forgotten’.24 Similarly, at the beginning of The Story of
the Glittering Plain, Hallblithe tells the travellers who seek immortality and the
Plain,
We do not call this the Glittering Plain, but Cleveland by the Sea. Here men die
when their hour comes, nor know I if the days of their life be long enough for the
forgetting of sorrow; for I am young and not yet a yokefellow of sorrow; but this I
know, that they are long enough for the doing of deeds that shall not die.25

For Morris, the goal of ‘doing deeds’ which contribute to a community (in
his case, mainly political, cultural and artistic) and outlast one’s own death, is the
motivational basis of both Viking heroism and cultural tradition. Such motivation is clearly impossible if death itself has been eradicated: art has been reduced
to a passionless pastime, and life holds no challenges – exactly those conditions of
the Glittering Plain which Hallblithe rejects so vehemently. Hallblithe idealises
meaning in work, art and society, reXecting values Morris developed in rejection
of industrialism and capitalism. Indeed, as Phillippa Bennett has noted, there is
a metatextual element to some of the Kelmscott romances, including The Story
of the Glittering Plain. 26
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iii
The Story of the Glittering Plain was written immediately after the two Germanic
historical romances The House of the WolWngs and The Roots of the Mountains
(both 1889), and while serialised during 1890, it was also the Wrst book produced
by the Kelmscott Press (1891). Thus the ideals manifested in prose in the Teutonic
historical romances were now exempliWed in book design as well as prose. While
Morris had been interested for decades in both calligraphy and printing, 27 he
now took complete control of every aspect of book design, and the results are
striking. Opening the Wnal Kelmscott (1894) edition of The Story of the Glittering
Plain, it is obvious that speed has been set aside in favour of aesthetics. Encouraging readers to focus on the book as physical object and to read for aesthetic
experience rather than eYciency questions late Victorian (and modern) reading
habits as well as book styles and production methods. Jerome McGann again
argues that examining historical book design allows modern readers to sidestep
their own cultural assumptions regarding literary consumption:
Looking at a medieval literary manuscript – or at any of William Blake’s equivalent illuminated texts produced in (the teeth of ) the age of mechanical reproduction … [we see that] the ‘document’ has been forced to play an aesthetic function, has been made part of the ‘literary work’… the distinction between physical
medium and conceptual message breaks down completely… [as in] the ornamental texts produced … [by] William Morris.28

This is an important point at a time when (to obvious beneWt) every form of
literature, including transcripts of medieval texts, and many of the works of William Morris, are being made available online. McGann adds that literary works
‘are committed to work via the dimension of aesthesis … via the materiality of
experience that Blake called “the doors of perception” and that Morris named
“resistance” ’.29 His use of the term resistance Wts with Christine Bolus-Reichert’s
assessment of Morris’s prose romances. She writes, ‘Both Morris’s founding of the
Kelmscott Press and the writing of romances can be seen as eVorts to resist the
easy and careless consumption of books’. 30
Morris sought to return to the physical, visual aspect of medieval reading.
McGann has termed the ink, type-face and paper in The Story of Glittering Plain
an ‘allusion to Wfteenth-century styles of typography and book production’. 31
This is all part of Morris’s attempt to simulate the late medieval experience of
reading and thus give the reader a physical sense of the early printing culture
from which the romance genre came. Via the Kelmscott Press, Morris aspired to
address his complaint that ‘the engineer replaced the calligrapher’. 32 D.C. Greetham notes that the centralisation of the printing business under commercialism
meant that printers lost creative control:
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There are no families of printer-publishers in the later period to compare to Estienne, Elzevir, Manutius, or Caxton. The small private presses of …William
Blake, and William Morris are anomalies, not the rule. Once printers no longer
typically exercised their original function, once they became essentially hired
artisans … then the role of printer becomes a purely technical one, with very little inXuence over … cultural issues.33

Morris wished to return not just to the style of an earlier form of printing,
but also its methods. This change involved hand-cut custom typefaces: Morris
fought against what Greetham calls ‘the long hegemony of English copperplate
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries’. 34 William Peterson adds, ‘Old-face
designs convey a mellow charm, like that of an ancient building; modern-face
types suggest the smooth regularity of a well-made machine. It is not diYcult
to understand why Morris repudiated modern face’. 35 Instead, he promoted
pre-copperplate, gothic styles, and engaged in ‘medieval-inspired typographical
experiments’. 36
The Story of the Glittering Plain was Wrst printed (1891) in Golden. Morris
had previously used Caslon, an archaic typeface revived in 1841 by the Chiswick
Press which had become associated with ‘Englishness’ during the 1880s.37 But
given his hatred of types like Bodoni, Didot and Baskerville,38 it is only logical
for a meticulous polymath such as Morris in response to design his own type.
Thus, the 1894 edition was printed in Morris’s own semi-gothic typeface Troy,39
which imitated German models and was designed more for aesthetic appeal than
for quick readability.40 This thick, archaic-looking typeface created a powerful
contrast between black and white, which Morris further emphasised with wide
margins. Greetham explains,
Morris despised the thin ‘new’ faces descending out of Bodoni … [he] therefore
used a very black ink and a gothic type emphasizing this blackness against the
wide margins of the page. He believed that it was the ‘opening’ (the double facing
pages of a book, now called a spread in the commercial book trade) rather than
the individual page which should be the basic unit of design and thus reduced the
inner margins signiWcantly so that together they would balance the eVect of the
outer. Considering the ‘opening’ as a unit he was in fact doing no
more than medieval book-makers had done, when they made sure that when a
book was opened, the reader was always confronted by two facing ‘hair’ or ‘Xesh’
sides of vellum, but never with combinations of the two.41

In a note which conWrms Greetham’s view, and in a manner which emphasises
Morris’s famously short temper, William Peterson adds, ‘Nothing infuriated him
more than the popular practice of placing the text virtually in the centre of the
page’. 42 The paper, of course, was hand-made.
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iv
The 1894 Kelmscott edition of The Story of the Glittering Plain begins (Figure 1)
with a simple title page, a table of contents, and then a fully illustrated opening
with a visually elaborate version of the title. The title of each chapter is printed
in red ink, and each begins with a decorated capital, a woodcut, and a custom
border. Each paragraph of the subsequent story is marked by a decorated capital
(there is no indentation). Chapter subdivisions are marked by an extra large decorated capital. The chapter titles and illustrations help to indicate transitions and
encourage reading by visual reminder, a style familiar from medieval illuminated
manuscripts. When poetry appears in the text, it is oVset, and each stanza begins
with a decorated capital. All of these formal markers emphasise that The Story
of the Glittering Plain is not just a long wall of text with the occasional chapter
break, but an artefact whose purpose is storytelling, with various types of attention invited at diVerent points during the reader’s progress.
The illustrations are another matter, since they were the only aspect of physical book design outside Morris’s direct control. He was so eager to publish the
Wrst edition that Walter Crane’s woodcuts could not be included, and though
he did praise them, as Phillippa Bennett puts it, ‘he was in truth far less pleased
with them than he cared to reveal to his friend’.43 Bennett has speculated that
there was a mismatch between Crane’s art style and Morris’s design, but the main
noteworthy aspect of Crane’s woodcuts is that he seems to have used late medieval
and even classical points of reference, rather than early medieval and Icelandic,
when depicting costumes, artefacts and buildings. This inconsistency undermined Morris’s attempts to describe the minute details of Icelandic physical culture, as for example in Chapter VI, entitled ‘Of a Dwelling of Man on the Isle of
Ransom’. The armour Hallblithe wears appears Greek or Roman, whereas the
character is meant to represent the common Germanic background of medieval
English and Icelandic cultures. The mismatch is illustrated in Figure 2, which
depicts Hallblithe in a mountainous scene inspired by Iceland: Crane seems to
have the landscape approximately correct, with many rocks strewn about the
high hills barren of trees, but Hallblithe himself stands out: a southern Greek
youth lost in a northern Icelandic landscape.
Such contradiction would have undermined the atmosphere of authentic
native Germanic culture Morris was trying to achieve. However problematic it
may seem now, portraying Germanic tradition as wholly separate from the Classical was important to Morris (to whom the Romans, as depicted in The House of
the WolWngs, were bureaucratic authoritarians), and to many nineteenth-century
Icelandophiles. As Andrew Wawn notes, the suggestion that Norse mythology
was ultimately derived from manuscripts containing fragments of Greek mythology ‘set the cat among the old northern pigeons’.44 G.W. Dasent, an inXuential
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Figure 1– Frontispiece of the 1894 Kelmscott edition of The Story of the Glittering
Plain (All illustrations copyright the author)
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Figure 2 (Left) – Hallblithe in a mountainous scene inspired by Iceland; from the 1894
Kelmscott edition of The Story of the Glittering Plain
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translator of Icelandic literature into English, termed Greek and Latin ‘the twin
tyrants’ which had long unfairly dominated western literature and, arguing for
the merits of Old English and Old Icelandic, concluded ‘Let our philology, therefore, be rather homeborn than foreign’.45 Thus, any trace of classical inXuence
carried political implications which undermined the ideals of Teutonic Democracy, which may explain Morris’s disappointment with the woodcuts. However,
Crane did depict the ships – the most iconic physical product of the Viking
culture which enthusiasts for Teutonic Democracy wished to associate with their
own nation of England – in a much more accurate manner (Figure 3).
The desire for homeborn rather than foreign philology is certainly reXected in
the vocabulary and style of The Story of the Glittering Plain. Morris uses features
characteristic of Old Norse poetry such as kennings (metaphorical references;
e.g. ‘Horse of the Brine’ for ship). He also employs a great deal of alliteration,
another characteristic of Old Norse poetry, for example ‘Fast Xew the boat before
the wind as though it would never stop, and the day was waning, and the wind
still rising’.46 Norman Talbot notes Morris’s preference for words of Germanic
origin: ‘almost no words from Latin or French appear, except when they are the
right technical labels, for instance with armour, heraldry, architecture or religious
matters’.47 This is almost to say that Morris uses Germanic words except when
there is no other choice to indicate a speciWc meaning. Chase explains the Germanic style which Morris developed in his translations of Icelandic sagas: ‘[he
used] obsolete English cognates such as “fare,” “hight,” and “rede” to translate the
Icelandic words fara, heita, and rad, which mean “to go,” “to call,” and “counsel”
respectively, clearly favouring the Germanic (rede) over the Latinate (counsel)’.48
Talbot notes that the obsolete nature of these words creates a sense of historical
distance: ‘ “Hight” is more distancing than “was called”, and the archaic word
implies that either the name, or the town, or the whole civilisation of which it
was outpost, is long vanished’.49
The issue of archaic vocabulary and syntax has drawn criticism, and has to
a certain degree proved a barrier to wider readership of Morris’s romances, but
the fact that this prose cannot be quickly processed is as deliberate as every other
aspect of The Story of the Glittering Plain. As Talbot points out, the archaisms of
Morris’s prose romances ‘are not only decorative – to some readers at least – but
also highly functional’. He provides the example of ‘as tells the tale’ which, as he
notes, ‘implies that the individuality of the teller is unimportant, that such a story
is common property’.50 Similarly, The Story of the Glittering Plain begins in the
saga style, naming the protagonist and his family while invoking an oral tradition:
‘It has been told that there was once a young man of free kindred and whose name
was Hallblithe: he was fair, strong, and not untried in battle; he was of the House
of the Raven of old time’.51 While Morris’s Icelandic-inspired romance style
and Germanic vocabulary in The Story of the Glittering Plain can seem strange
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Figure 3 – Walter Crane’s depiction of a Viking ship; from the 1894 Kelmscott edition
of The Story of the Glittering Plain
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to modern readers, it matches his use of a Germanic typeface, emphasising the
meticulous level of detail in his attempt to create an authentically Germanic
vision of the past. Indeed, Graham Seaman has called The Story of the Glittering
Plain ‘the most Icelandic of all Morris’s novels’. 52 Given the presence of Icelandic
elements in The House of the WolWngs, The Roots of the Mountains, and in Morris’s
Wnal romance, the posthumously published The Sundering Flood, this is a strong
claim, but the book’s design reXects its truth as much as does its content.
The character most inXuenced by Icelandic literature in The Story of the Glittering Plain is the bearded Viking raider who calls himself ‘Puny Fox’. This large
and overbearing man mocks Hallblithe (of the House of the Raven) as ‘Little
Carrion-Biter’, and says that he has ‘heard that the House of the Raven’s bards
think they have tales to tell’.53 This is a meta-textual mockery straight out of
Norse myth, in which the giants ask Thor ‘which of his accomplishments it was
that he would be willing to display before them, such great stories as people had
made of his exploits’.54 However, despite the mockery and conXict, both the English and the Norse are depicted as living in a cooperative society based on loyalty
and honour, and in the end Puny Fox allies with Hallblithe and enters his house.
The common elements between their two cultures are very much what Morris
and others wished to portray through both Wction and nonWction, in order to
establish a historical basis for Teutonic Democracy. In contrast, the Glittering
Plain is ruled over by a monarch who never has to Wght for himself or take into
account others’ needs, and instead uses manipulation to obtain what he wants.
He refers to his subjects as children and they, sated by pleasure, take no part in
society. As in the story this land is Hallblithe’s bane, so was Morris’s declared foe
the industrial consumer society in which he was living. The Norseman (Puny
Fox) helps the ‘Englishman’ (Hallblithe of Cleveland by the Sea) in his quest to
escape a meaningless modern dystopia: this, in short, is Teutonic Democracy
symbolised.
Morris’s approach may appear quaint and eccentric, and in its own time, the
Kelmscott Press never reached a mass audience. It did, however, signiWcantly
inXuence typographic design, and as Greetham notes, ‘There was even some
direct eVect on the commercial book industry, when J.M. Dent adopted Morris’s
principles for the title-pages and page layout of its Everyman reprint series’.55 It
also spawned a small but persistent movement of private printing which lasts to
this day.56 Scholarly interest in Morris’s printing ventures has been considerable:
as William Peterson dramatically explains, ‘One suspects that Morris has been
written about more extensively than any other printer except Gutenberg’.57
Moreover, while Morris’s prose romances never approached the popularity of
earlier works such as The Earthly Paradise, it is arguably with these romances that
Morris achieved his largest literary inXuence: Anna Vaninskaya notes that ‘the
Germanic and fairytale romances … were still being discovered (with momen-
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tous eVects for the later development of popular literature) by the likes of J.R.R.
Tolkien and C.S. Lewis in the 1900s and 1910s’.58 Morris is often credited with
creating ‘high fantasy’, a genre of modern simulations of medieval romance with
a market built on neo-romantic and anti-modern sentiments among the bookbuying public. Chase writes, ‘Morris’s fantasy worlds express a rejection of the
predominant bourgeois culture around him, much as J.R.R. Tolkien’s Middleearth would in a later generation’.59 Certainly Morris inXuenced Tolkien, who
popularised ‘high fantasy’ almost inadvertently after the Second World War. The
contradictions are interesting: high fantasy, as a hugely popular style of genre
Wction, is a commercial juggernaut which certainly does rely on mass production,
both in the sense of cheap printing and in the sense of by-the-numbers writers,
and yet it also demonstrates the timeless appeal of the romance genre, which
during the 1880s and 1890s Morris and others were so keen to legitimise. One
wonders what Morris would have thought if he could have seen the explosion of
‘high fantasy’ genre Wction which began in large part after Tolkien’s own death
in 1973.
Despite the now shoddy and commercial nature of the genre Morris invented,
and Tolkien popularised, the latter’s work was much closer in spirit to Morris’s
goal of historical authenticity than to the commercial aspirations of most ‘high
fantasy’. Tolkien was also impressed by Morris’s physical approach to literature,
and found it especially relevant to the project of simulating that of past ages.
Bolus-Reichert explains,
The feel of the book in the hand, if something extraordinary, will make the reader
wake up from the habitual, passive attitude induced by reading … Just as the
physical book is something outside of everyday experience, so too is the language
within the book something alien and unfamiliar, [the whole eVect] characterized
by what J.R.R. Tolkien would call its ‘arresting strangeness’.60

Morris’ anti-industrialism, conservative aesthetic views, linguistic archaism,
fascination with Iceland, and focus on England’s Germanic heritage, can all be
found in Tolkien’s work. With both semi-historical (Cleveland as England and
the Isle of Ransom as Iceland) and magical settings (the Glittering Plain), The
Story of the Glittering Plain contains characteristics of both Germanic and fairytale romances; and as the Wrst book from the Kelmscott Press, it stands at the
intersection of scholarly interest in book design, printing and publishing, and the
popular culture inXuence of fantasy literature. It is thus one of the most important products of Morris’s later years.
Morris’s legacy is an important reminder of the authenticity which much of
our modern interest in all things medieval now lacks. At a time when printing
was becoming cheaper and increasingly unmoored from its traditional roots, he
criticised the abuse of outdoor advertising, the overuse of stylised fonts in order
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to grab attention, a quantity over quality approach to printing, and false indicators of age and handcrafting61 meant to cloak the new and (in his view) undesirable aspects of printing. He demonstrated a meticulously crafted, written and
produced counter-ideal in accordance with his cultural-political perspective of
Teutonic Democracy. As manifested in The Story of the Glittering Plain, the book
tries to reconnect English readers with what Morris saw as their rightful political
and cultural legacy.
Morris’s later literary work raises important questions in broader culture
about simulations of past products, especially but not only the various physical
forms of the printed word throughout history. Morris’s perspective, as manifested in the romances of the Kelmscott Press, has only gained relevance as the
physical book is increasingly transformed into an abstract idea to be stored and
accessed electronically. Paul Duguid criticises the view that information technologies ‘progressively remov[e] material encumbrances from the “true” information assumed to lie beneath them … [and] the printed codex can be no more
than a material burden on the information “inside”, which technology now permits us to remove’.62 The legacy of William Morris remains an important site
for questioning such views, especially as a ‘pure information’ approach places
an insurmountable barrier between us and the past ages we seek to understand,
whether through scholarship or Wction.
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