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The Living Past of William 
Morris’s Late Romances

Gabriel Schenk

(T)he past is not dead, but is living in us, and will be alive in the future which we 
are now helping to make.1

The above quotation becomes more complex the more we think about it: how 
can past events be in the present, and be used in the future? What does it mean 
for the past to be ‘alive,’ and ‘living in us’? The answers to these questions can be 
found most clearly in the invented times and places of Morris’s late prose roman-
ces, which, like the quotation, are more complex than they Wrst appear. The Story 
of the Glittering Plain (1891), The Wood Beyond the World (1894), The Well at the 
World’s End (1896), The Water of the Wondrous Isles (1897), and the posthumously 
published The Sundering Flood (1897),2 are Wve texts which seem diYcult to 
connect with a living past, all being set in vague medieval settings, and peopled 
with characters who possess the simplicity of children. It is exactly these points, 
however, which make the late prose romances so important to understanding 
the idea of a living and non-linear past: the childlike perception of the characters 
enables them to experience past settings from a direct and sometimes ignorant 
perspective, encouraging readers to live through a re-imagined medieval past, 
free from the limitations of an historical framework. Morris appeals to our per-
sonal childlike histories, as well as to our collective, historical narrative, in order 
to complicate a seemingly simple version of the past, presented in the romance 
form. The result is a rejection of limited static time, and an embracing of past and 
present employed together.

Even a brief summary of the romances shows that the passing of a time is an 
important theme. The Story of the Glittering Plain and The Wood Beyond the World 
are progressions from Morris’s historically-located romances (The House of the 
Wolfings, 1888; The Roots of the Mountains, 1889),3 in that the stories begin at times 
and settings which seem recognisable, before moving into dream-like locations, 
outside of time and place. The Story of the Glittering Plain follows Hallblithe on a 



quest for his lost love, taking him through a land which restores health and youth; 
The Wood Beyond the World describes Golden Walter, the son of a merchant, and 
his adventure in a forest disconnected from universal time and space. The Well at 
the World’s End is more obviously established in a created world, albeit with mixed 
references to our own history and cultures (such as Rome, and the Christian 
Church), and tells of Prince Ralph seeking a magic well which bestows health, 
long life, and charisma to whoever drinks from it. The Water of the Wondrous Isles 
is set over twenty-Wve years, during which time great changes occur, particularly 
to the islands of the title – and thus the created medieval world evolves and devel-
ops within the story. The plot describes Birdalone escaping from an evil witch, 
before confronting her fears and accepting past mistakes. Finally, The Sundering 
Flood spans eleven years inside a complex landscape of churches and castles, and 
follows Osberne in his search for his lover, beginning when he is twelve years old, 
and ending when he is an adult.

These romances resist classiWcation. What are they, and why did Morris spend 
part of the last decade of his life writing them? At what point in time, and in 
what location, are they based? Are they intended for adults or children, and are 
the characters in them children or adults? In 1969, Ballantine Books remoulded 
Morris as ‘the man who invented fantasy,’ when Lin Carter suggested that Morris 
had previously felt too restricted by a historical setting.4 This may be true, but it 
is also a simpliWcation which ignores the many deliberate links to our own world, 
and the approach of the romances to time, which does not simply move away 
from history. Morris was not taking us away from all times and places, but to new 
times and places, based on the idea of a living past.

The characters themselves allow us to experience this living past. Perhaps the 
best example is found in The Well at the World’s End, in which Ralph explores the 
wider world for the Wrst time. In his Wrst encounter with a host of knights, Ralph 
notes their ‘goodly’ armour, and much detail is given of the foreign designs on 
their tabards. After they have proved only ‘somewhat’ courteous, in the next 
chapter he meets another set of knights – and though they are ‘clad as those of 
the company which had gone before,’ they are not described as ‘goodly,’ because 
Ralph has already ceased to project his limited, adventurous opinion on the 
part of the world which involves unknown knights, revealing a development of 
understanding of medieval topoi. Morris also describes the exact devices on the 
tabards and pennons, placing readers in the mind of Ralph, seeing these strange 
designs of a golden tower and a leaXess tree for the Wrst time. No historical or 
cultural context is given, because Ralph does not know any. The tabards are his-
torical props – but they feel alive in the present, because we are discovering them 
anew through Ralph.5

The land to the south, of which Ralph knows little, seems ‘a wondrous place’ 
which he deems ‘full of fair things and marvellous adventures,’ projecting onto 
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it the belief that his home is small and restraining, and that the further world 
must therefore be exciting. The narrator includes some irony in Ralph’s opinion 
of his home, describing a long list of advantages as ‘nought but this little,’ fore-
shadowing Ralph’s eventual return to Upmeads, when he Wghts to protect it. By 
the end of the romance, Ralph has established himself as king of Upmeads, but 
he is also lord of the Four Friths, captain to Highham, brother to the shepherds, 
commander of the Dry Tree, and cleanser of the Wood Perilous; by establishing 
himself in society he has mastered the lands he has previously only travelled 
through, demonstrating a longer term approach to the world, growing beyond 
subjective impressions.5

It is not simply the case though that Ralph begins as like a child, and grows 
into the wisdom and responsibility of an adult. At the beginning of the story, 
Ralph is twenty-one, but is yet to understand his relation to the world he is escap-
ing: he regards himself ‘above’ the Chapman to whom he speaks at the beginning 
of the story; ‘above’, also, a ‘stargazer ... a simpler ... a priest, or a worthy good 
carle’, all of whom would be satisWed with Upmeads, whereas he, as a ‘king’s son’, 
must obtain more from the world. Following these events, Ralph refers to his sin-
gular self as ‘we,’ causing the Chapman to say ‘thy talkest big, my lad’: and his wife 
calls him ‘king’s son’, but does so while patting his cheek, an act which establishes 
herself in the role of mother and Ralph as her child, even though Ralph, by years, 
is an adult. The status of royalty is demoted to a mere role which Ralph plays, 
outclassed by the more important mother-child relationship which the dame 
has created. In the same way that a child might be, in their imagination, both 
a young boy and a knight, Ralph is both a visiting prince as well as a mothered 
child. His status between child and adult corresponds to a world rooted neither 
in the historical past nor in our present, and outside of known space. Consistent 
with this status is the regular image of Ralph looking down from the top of a 
valley, between one land and another, which also Wts the intermediate nature of 
the romances, poised as they are between the setting of the medieval past and the 
childlike discovery of the present.7

The immediacy of present discovery is used throughout the romances, 
appearing most starkly in The Sundering Flood, when at times the protagonist 
is described using the present tense. Osberne stands before us: ‘he bears with 
him shield and spear’. The narrative soon resumes the past tense, but returns to 
present immediacy later on, when Osberne ‘comes to the riverside and turns his 
face south’.  May Morris tells us that the text would have been edited and devel-
oped more had Morris lived longer; it is therefore possible that such ‘lapses’ to 
the present are merely an error of the original manuscript. Even if this is so, the 
fact that Morris changed tenses in the Wrst instance suggests that he was trying to 
convey an immediacy to the world of his imagined past, an intention also present 
in the initial framing of the narrative. The ‘Sundering Flood’ itself is a river which 



‘once ... ran south into the sea’, but the narrator states that he shall ‘now presently 
show’ us the meaning of the river’s name, taking us along its path, even though it 
no longer exists, and the narrator himself is based in present day Oxfordshire.8

The combination of times is also found in descriptions of the characters. In 
The Sundering Flood, when Osberne is thirteen, he looks young and feels old: ‘I 
am a man, but young of years, so they call me a boy’ – but later on, as a twenty-
year-old he looks old and feels young, saying ‘thou deemest me old, but I am a 
young man’. There is progression from past to future, as Osberne wins greater 
fame and wisdom, and Elfhild returns the magical gift which only works for her 
as a child – but past and future are not divorced, and exist to an extent inside each 
other. This is also the case for Birdalone in The Water of the Wondrous Isles, whom 
the witch observes ‘lookest more towards thy womanhood’ owing to the inX-
uence of her ‘woodmother’. But this development towards womanhood never 
ends, and Birdalone still meets her regularly throughout her later life. At twenty-
Wve she is both an adult, able to act ‘as a mother with a child’ herself, and, on the 
next page, able to play with her lover ‘like two happy children’. Ralph has shifted 
between opposing identities throughout The Well, but these are brought into 
harmony by the society of Upmeads gained at the end. Ralph’s father observes 
that in one sense his son seems a child, but in another way appears as a fearful 
warrior; Ralph replies that now he is both. The romances are not concerned with 
progress from child to adult, or past to future, but in change which combines and 
develops these two states.9

The characters also possess an element of simplicity; for instance their names 
are often intrinsically linked to their identities. Ralph is a king’s son: therefore he 
travels away from his land and uses the majestic plural. He is also both a mother’s 
son and a royal hero, one identity reXecting his past origins, the other his present 
duty and future. The childlike part of his character is also reXected in his title, 
which he gives early on as ‘Man Motherson’, wishing to hide his real name, but 
unable to create a new independent identity. Name and description are also 
intrinsically linked in the case of the King’s Son in The Wood beyond the World. 
His given name, Otto, is only used in one conversation when the Mistress mocks 
him – his primary title is ‘the King’s Son’, despite this king being far away and 
anonymous.  In fact, it does not matter whether he is a son of a king or a merchant, 
because all the characters are servants to the Mistress. ‘The King’s Son’ is a role 
rather than a title, and, like Ralph as the king’s son at the beginning of The Well at 
the World’s End, forms Otto’s identity in the romance. Walter even tries the royal 
role himself, when he adopts new clothes which make him ‘as the most glorious 
of kings’,  a disguise which does not convince the King’s Son, even though his own 
identity is only established in much the same way.10

Naturally there is confusion when these seemingly absolute identities prove 
to be tenuously established on words and appearance alone. The roles collapse 
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in The Wood beyond the World, when the Mistress kills the King’s Son, mistaking 
him for a traitorous Walter because of a misleading magic spell. The spell itself is 
a plot device, turning the confusion of identities into something which is physi-
cally true – but they were confused long before the magic was cast. The Maid Wrst 
mistook Walter for the King’s Son, and in turn Walter later mistakes the Mistress 
for the Maid, and then the Maid for the Mistress. The Maid’s character in the 
wood is deliberately basic, acting ‘humble and happy’,  and addressed as ‘child’, 
but outside the wood she reveals herself to be very diVerent: a sorceress who can 
catch Wsh with her hands like a bear. The identities of the characters in the Wood 
are as simple, and therefore as weak, as static versions of the past existing in the 
nowhere and ‘nowhen’ of the Wood; when the categories change it shows them 
to be more complicated.11 

There are further instances of deliberate simpliWcation in the romances, par-
ticularly in the shape of the Isle of the Young and the Old in The Water of the Won-
drous Isles. Here live two three-year-old children and an old man. The children 
remind Birdalone of her own early life, and the young girl treats Birdalone as her 
mother. When, at a later date, others visit the island, the old man has no memory 
of Birdalone. Comparisons here can be made with Peter Pan, which contains 
some similar ideas to Morris’s romances, albeit from diVerent perspectives. The 
old man acts like Peter, who forgets Captain Hook soon after he has died. The 
children are only an idea, an image of childhood, ‘so pleased and merry’, like 
the idea of childhood in Peter Pan (‘gay and innocent and heartless’); also, the 
children never age. They are an illusion, of which the old man is part. None of 
them are part of the living past: the children are not fully alive because they do not 
develop, and the man is in stasis, unable to remember the past or escape into the 
future: he begs others to take him away, but they do not. No wonder Birdalone 
Wnds the island disturbing: ‘the look of the elder scarce liked her, and the children 
began to seem to her as images’.12

Such frozen time is not restricted to images of childhood; it is also experienced 
in the purely adult The Story of the Glittering Plain. In that land, like the old man 
forgetting Birdalone, the people have forgotten the outside world, and will forget 
passers-by in the future. The contrast here is between Hallblithe, for whom ‘time 
presses,’ and the denizens of the Glittering Plain, for whom ‘time is nought’. 
Though it is a paradise, and called the ‘Land of the Living’, it is also considered 
false by Hallblithe owing to its unchanging nature. The text poses the question: 
what is true living? A speech by Hallblithe describes the importance of ‘the sword 
of thy fathers’, the traditions of kindred and place, and the future begetting of 
children. No such future or past exists in the Glittering Plain. The alternative 
name of that land is ‘The Acre of the Undying’,  but it is forbidden to speak of 
such a title, perhaps because it is too near the sinister truth: the people of that land 
do not live; rather, they do not die.13



Morris’s requirement of ‘an active mind in sympathy with the past, the present, 
and the future’ for a ‘decent life’ is pertinent to the romances. When Birdalone 
returns to the Isle of the Young and Old, she Wnds that the previous inhabitants 
have vanished. Instead there is now a multitude of children, from Wve to Wfteen 
years old, all ‘goodly ... and merry’. They do not know the meaning of ‘old’, but 
wish to learn what it means, demonstrating a willingness to be connected to the 
future; one of the children also speaks of the past, and what they have achieved 
since they arrived on the island. Clearly the children are more ‘advanced’ than 
the island’s previous occupants, building shelter and making bread and raisins 
from the land – and such advancement, based on knowledge and forethought, 
depends on a greater awareness of past and future. The children are also like the 
adults in News from Nowhere (1890), who are described as ‘like children’, because 
they are more aware of the cycle of seasonal time than modern readers. They are 
also joyful; for Morris, such joy is an integral part of the child identity. It could be 
said that Morris is idealising childhood and the past, associating it with happi-
ness. For example, in The Water of the Wondrous Isles, once Birdalone is reunited 
with Audrey (her mother), her mother is so happy that ‘the goodliness of her 
youth came back to her’, suggesting that happiness and youthfulness are inextri-
cably bound together. Morris is not always working outside of the Peter Pan ‘gay 
and innocent’ idea of childhood and the past – but he does at least indicate the 
advantages of a past which is alive and changing.14 

A review of The Water of the Wondrous Isles, written the year the romance was 
published, acts as a stern criticism of Morris, and speciWcally his use of a past 
setting. The problem, wrote the reviewer, is that the story falls along the lines of 
Malory and Spenser, but Morris ‘could not get away from his modern environ-
ment’, and made the characters too ‘modern and psychological’. It is true that 
Morris deviates from the common path of romance, the clearest example being 
Birdalone’s attempt to help her friends resulting in the death of one of them, 
Baudoin. The happy ending of Baudoin and his lover is lost because of a simple 
mistake: it is not even any single person’s fault, and Birdalone is not blamed for 
the outcome, creating a moral uncertainty alien to more traditional romances. 
As May Morris wrote, the format is a fairytale, but the characters are modern, 
and Morris writes with a modern mindset: but this is not a fault, only a recreation 
of the past romances, in an age when people’s relations to each other were ques-
tioned by Morris. Northrop Frye described the combination of the past romance 
form and the uncertainty of the present age as creating a literary experience which 
gathers past and future together in the present, an act of ‘creative repetition’ of 
which Morris is a notable example. The Academy reviewer did not consider that 
The Water of the Wondrous Isles might be an attempt creatively to repeat the past; 
to update the romance form while still keeping its beauty, which Morris retained 
in the setting and language of the romances.15
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The reviewer also assumed that fairytales or romances must always be simple, 
‘as being written for children or primitives’.16 In that one sentence the personal 
past of childhood is related both to the ancient historical past, and to ‘non-civi-
lised’ humanity. In The Wood beyond the World, the Maid and Walter encounter 
the ‘Bear-folk’, who are clad in ‘nought but sheep-skins or deer skins’,  and for 
weapons use mere ‘clubs and spears, headed with bone or Xint’. In contacting this 
group, Walter and the Maid are visiting the past. The Bear People accept a hier-
archy based on power and sophistication, adopting the Maid as their god when 
she promises them rain water and revives the Xowers hanging around her body. It 
is Wtting that the Bear People’s god is seen as ‘the Mother of their nation’,  and the 
Maid makes herself look like ‘the Mother of Summer’ in preparation for meeting 
them. The People themselves are called ‘Children of the Bear’,  and later become 
the children of the Maid. They represent infancy on two levels – of human tech-
nology and civilisation, and also that found in the relationship between mother 
and child. But rather than the romance being directed at their supposedly ‘low’ 
level, the Bear People are instead included as an element of a past which is literally 
alive and developing in the present setting of the romance. They also return in 
another form in The Well at the World’s End, as the ‘ancient folk’ who built ‘Bear 
Castle’ and ‘Bear Hill’. Although now extinct, they are remembered in names, 
and in the bear and tree which they carved into the hillside, adding another layer 
of history to the landscape.17

Morris also takes us outside of time, for instance in The Wood beyond the World, 
where the titular setting represents an almost timeless space. The story prior to 
the Wood is concerned with the future: before Walter is shipwrecked, he must 
travel back to his home in order to avenge his father and to Wght in a war. After 
the Wood, the narrative is concerned with the future, when Walter becomes king 
of Stark-wall, and we read of his deeds and lineage thereafter. The tale within the 
Wood is, in contrast, unconcerned with the future or the past. References to time 
are given by the Maid – she remembers every day of the Wve years she has spent 
in the Wood, but there are few instances of development or change, unlike the 
Maid’s memory of the world outside, and the importance of ‘the year’s begin-
ning, the happy mid-year, the year’s waning, the year’s ending, and then again its 
beginning’. No seasons or weather are mentioned, and any social change is slow: 
it takes the Mistress two years, ‘little by little’,  to learn of the Maid’s wisdom. 
The Wood follows time, but only according to its own isolated chronology, like a 
dream. It also possesses its own points of comparison, being ‘Beyond the World’, 
and containing items which are ‘beyond compare’ to anything else, acting like a 
dream separated from the external world. 18

C.S. Lewis emphasised the dreamlike ‘nowhen’ of The Wood Beyond the 
World when, in The Magician’s Nephew, he turned it into the ‘Wood between the 
Worlds’. In Lewis, the Wood makes people feel as if their previous life has been 
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a dream, although the Wood itself is also ‘dreamy’,  where one could easily doze 
forever without realising that any time had passed. It is a setting which must be 
escaped, which is the same in Morris. Like the Isle of the Young and Old in The 
Water of theWondrous Isles, it is not alive, in the sense that it is not a developing part 
of time, and Walter and the Maid must leave it or be doomed to stasis, which is 
described as ‘death in life’. Unlike Morris’s Wood, Lewis’s is sinister, because you 
could fall asleep in it forever, but also warm, peaceful, and ‘very much alive’.19

Lewis returned to the setting in his modern romance That Hideous Strength, 
in which an isolated wood made him feel totally alone, and experience the feeling 
that ‘everyone is a child’. For Lewis, nowhere and ‘nowhen’ can be positive spaces 
which are alive, and which can bring us outside of simplistic categorisations of 
time and childhood. In contrast, Morris’s timeless spaces are unreal: the false 
children of the Wondrous Isles are ‘images’, and the King’s Son appears as an 
‘image’ in The Wood; even the trees are ‘still as images’. The past separated from 
the future is only an image: it is not ‘alive within us’. 20

E.P. Thompson places all of Morris’s romances in dreamland, ‘a world having 
its existence only in the writer’s imagination, with its own inner consistencies, 
and its own laws, unlike those of the real world but related distantly to them’.21 
This thesis is supported by Morris’s self-description as a ‘dreamer of dreams’, as 
well as by the inclusion of dreamlike spaces such as that found in The Wood beyond 
the World, where time is vague, and people are disconnected from a wider context. 
However, Thompson admits that at least one dreamlike space, the Glittering 
Plain, is to be escaped from, not dwelt in, although the same is also true for the 
Wood, and the Isle of the Young and Old. Lands which are most greatly divorced 
from external reality, and from universal laws, are not advocated as healthy places, 
even though they may contain happy people. In addition, even these dream-
world spaces conform to some laws which exist outside of themselves: when, in 
The Wood beyond the World, the Mistress kills her lover, she wishes to be rid of the 
past, and to create her own false future, but Wnds that she cannot. ‘I shall forget, I 
shall forget; and the new days shall come!’ she declares, before saying ‘no, no, no! 
I cannot forget; I cannot forget!’ when she admits that the reality of the past can-
not be imagined away. The only way she can slip through the events of time is to 
erase herself from them completely, which she does by killing herself. Repetition 
of ‘forget’ echoes the twice repeated lines ‘Forget! Forget!’ in ‘Remembrance,’ 
an anonymous poem, possibly written by Morris, published in The Oxford and 
Cambridge Magazine for 1856. This poem, like the Mistress, concludes that we 
can never relinquish the past completely, because it exists whether we wish to 
forget it or not.22

Thompson’s overall criticism is that the romances are nothing more than self-
indulgent tapestries, but this does not necessarily aVect the existence of a complex 
and living past at work in the texts. Even if the romances are ‘an imaginative 
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child’s day-dream’,  that does not reduce the past to mere decoration; the limits 
of the childlike mind only emphasise the excitement of discovery. What is more, 
the childlike aspects are an integral part of an eventual future. In The Water of the 
Wondrous Isles, Birdalone plays ‘a game’ with her woodmother friend, and the 
two are like ‘children’; the result is Birdalone’s discovery of her own beauty and 
strength.23 Likewise, Ralph, Osberne, and Walter all return to society to become 
important leaders, but these endings depend Wrst on a childlike period of explora-
tion, as they discover their identities, and their places in the world.

Thompson also states that the romances are tales of ‘desires fulWlled’, but this 
is simply not correct: the romances are in fact full of yearning. An acute exam-
ple is found in a short scene from The Sundering Flood. Here, a damsel adores 
Osberne to such an extent that she wants never to stop kissing him, while over her 
shoulder, Osberne secretly longs for a glimpse of Elfhild, the girl who is frustrat-
ingly out of reach, on the other side of an impassable river. This kind of feeling 
is, by its nature, impossible to fulWl. The damsel, in her act of claiming Osberne, 
nevertheless pines for more – and even when Osberne sees Elfhild again, it is 
only ‘the beginning to him of the longing of a young man’. It is signiWcant that 
Osberne is a boy by years but calls himself a man; his longing and responsibilities 
bring him past the simple category of ‘child’. Endless yearning runs as a guiding 
thread throughout all of Morris’s romances, from Ralph’s longing for adventure 
in The Well at the World’s End – intensiWed by mentions of ‘the well at the 
world ’s end ’ in alluring capitals – to sexual longing in The Wood beyond the 
World, which strikes Walter like a ‘red hot iron’ so that ‘he knew not where he 
was’. As Thompson noted, death is often nonchalantly dismissed – for instance 
with Birdalone’s mother, who is killed in half a sentence – but to linger over a 
character’s death would be to dwell on the Wnished past, and an emphasis on long-
ing is a singling out of feelings which can never be dead, because they can never be 
fulWlled. Such an emphasis, together with childlike perception, keeps the medi-
eval setting alive, even if it also appears, as Thompson states, like a tapestry.24

As many have noted, the statement ‘Fellowship is life, and lack of fellowship is 
death’25 summarises much of Morris’s attitude to the world. Therefore, the pro-
tagonists of the romances must work to live in fellowship with others. As Amanda 
Hodgson has pointed out, the paradisiacal image of a living tree surrounded by 
water is not found in a single location, but rather used for the banner of Upmeads, 
and the fellowship found there.26 It is also signiWcant that the magic waters of the 
Well at the World’s End do not give eternal life, but only long life, with the free-
dom to return to one’s own place and people, and the past and future contained 
therein. The opposite of the living tree is the dry tree, surrounded by poison, and 
in The Well at the World’s End, this is an actual location devoid of people – but also, 
crucially, locked in time: Wlled with corpses wearing ancient armour, preserved 
by the desert so that one cannot tell how long they have lain there.27 Death is not 



just lonely, but timeless. 
Morris called The Wood beyond the World ‘a tale pure and simple’, but within 

its own simplicity, and the apparent simplicity of the other romances, is an atti-
tude to time which forms part of Morris’s approach to the world: not in the guise 
of allegory, but in the very fabric of the storytelling. When the story is told as a 
romance it is called simple and childlike, but that is only so that we can experi-
ence the imagined past in a direct and lively way. Morris spoke of romance in a 
general sense during a lecture on architectural restoration: ‘what romance means 
is the capacity for a true conception of history, a power for making the past part 
of the present’.28 This power is certainly at work in Morris’s prose romances, and 
it shows us that the past is not dead when we live in fellowship with each other – 
and, what is more, when we live in fellowship with time. 
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