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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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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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