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Carole Silver has emphasised, are themselves ‘metaphors for the
process of regeneration’.”

IfI can only get away in some sort of hope and heart’, Morris wrote
to Aglaia in anticipation of his 1873 Iceland tour, ‘T know it will be the
making of me’.* In the last romances the re-imagined landscape of
Iceland is also the making of Morris’s protagonists. The challenges it-
presents inspire a respect and reverence that is the foundation of a 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’.”* Furthermore, the act of wonder-
ing is essentially the contemplation and interrogation of possibilities —
foras the philosopher Cornelis Verhoeven writes, ‘wonder thata thing
is so is motivated by a possibility that it might be different’.”> 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
Sundering Flood —a river which falls in ‘swirling and gurgling eddies’ of
‘black water’ through ‘a wall of sheer rock’ flanked by ‘rent and tum-
bled crags’.*® It is amidst what Florence Boos has identified as this
‘essentially Icelandic landscape’ that Osberne explains to Elfhild his
decision to leave Wetherme! and join forces against the Baron of
Deepdale, calling to her:

‘Must I not take chancehap and war by the hand and follow where they
lead, that I may learn the wideness of the world, and compass earth and
seatill Thave gone about the Sundering Flood and found thy little body

somewhere in the said wide world? And maybe this is the beginning
thereof.””

The Sundering Flood thus asserts itself from the very beginning of the
romance asa topographical wonder, notonly because of its compelling
Icelandic details and its suggestions of non-traversable space, but also
because through its autonomy and vitality it gives physical expression
to the dynamics of wonder, hope and desire that inspire Osberne and

Elthild’s quest to be united.
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In confronting and accepting the challenges of the various Icelandic-
inspired landscapes that permeate these narratives, the protagonists of
Mortris’s last romances experience that expansive and stimulating sense
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 of Iceland’ that lin-
gered with Morris long after his last voyage but is also his means of
honouring the simultaneously clarifying and motivational influence
of that ‘most romantic of all deserts’.**In these final narratives he there-
by found his most potent means of articulating 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 of it’.**

It was through the agency of wonder 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’.® 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’.* In this way, the idea of wonder as criti-
cal and transformative experience offers a connecting thread which
can be traced from Motris’s journeys to Iceland through his later com-
mitment to Sgcialism before achieving valedictory expression in his
last romances. Hence, whilst there is no space here for any detailed
consideration of the impact of Iceland on Morris’s political activism, I
suggest that itisin 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 of the 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, the impact of Iceland on Morris’s
life can never be ‘wholly intelligible’ /T think Morris at least came clos-
est to making it intelligible in his final narratives, in which the won-
drous landscapes of Iceland and the wondering interrogation of
humanity’s possibilities combine:;rn consequence, the last romances
remain the most persuasive testimony to Morriss success in fulfilling
thelonging he expressed in his 1871 Icelandic Journal — alonging ‘to get
an impression of the place into me’.®* For it is surely as much Morris as
it is Ursula that we hear in the words spoken to Ralph amidst the
Icelandic wastes in The Well at the World's 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, O friend; and now it hath become a part of me
forever.”*
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