




















Nature and mortality are like that, but the ring is worth far more in its narrative
function, guaranteeing the identity and mutual love of Hallblithe and the Hostage,
than ever it could have been as mere gold. The children had believed in a
superstition, but their belief served them better than mere fact: a bond is better
than a bank.

Fantasy is like that too, more natural and less deceptive than any story
masquerading as history could be. Morris’s Plain is a beautiful, richly-crafted tale,
both celebrating and brilliantly subverting aspects of folk tradition, as well as our
dreams of escape from death, and of finding and heroically rescuing our One True
Love. The story’s secondary world corresponds to the structure of our imagination,
not the surface of our life, and to enjoy it is analogous to a direct experience of
the primary world, ‘a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in
the infinite I AM’.8 Morris would not have referred to God, but he would have
understood Coleridge very well, knowing how ‘natural’ the story-telling drive is.

The apparent familiarity or lifelikeness of the worlds presented by Realistic
Fiction is, Marxists have argued, an illusion produced by bourgeois ideology. We
need art’s strangeness, a glimpse from an angle that makes our world unfamiliar,
to cut through this illusion of stasis. Coleridge too said that the secondary
imagination destroys illusion because ‘It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to
re-create . . . It is essentially vital’, but he thought of the staleness of habit and the
troughs of human temperament as the causes that the world goes dead for us. ‘Joy’
was the agent of recovery for him.

Morris, both radical socialist and romantic imagination, offered his readers not
only beauty but the rejuvenation of their sense of wonder, and wonder is a principle
that combines strangeness with joy. ‘The sense of wonder’ is the watchword of
modern secondary world fantasy, and Morris’s astonishing achievement is the

beginning of this, arguably the twentieth century’s most important new movement
in fiction.

NOTES

1 The Journal of the William Morris Society, XIl, 4 (Spring 1998), pp. 15-20.

2 Since the Journal has a largely British readership, the example from the UK may
suffice to summarise this emphatic psephographical unanimity. All surveys took
place during 1997; the survey of British readership was undertaken by
Waterstone’s book chain in conjunction with TV’s Channel 4. Each voter was
asked to name the five ‘greatest books of this century’, and from well over
25,000 responses a list of the top 100 books was compiled. All the British top
ten had in common their radical anti-organisational drive, if little else. Two
smaller British surveys, conducted in response to this by the Folio Society and
SEX, the science fiction media magazine, both confirmed Tolkien’s pre-eminence,
as did similar responsive surveys in other English-speaking countries where
roughly parallel polls had been conducted.

3 The term comes from Tolkien’s essay ‘On Fairy-Stories’, Tree and Leaf, (London:
Unwin Hyman 1988), pp. 9-73.
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This article uses the term ‘Fantasy’ of such fictions. Morris would have been
furious that ‘Romance’ has been captured by a quite different and highly
formulaic genre of love-stories. I realise that ‘Realistic’ begs many questions,
but this is not the place to discuss them; please regard its use here as unironic.
However, there seems no way to refer to the ‘Art Novel’ or ‘Serious Novel’
which excludes irony.

Take The Water of the Wondrous Isles, of which Morris was writing out a Fair
Copy for the printers on his deathbed. In the British Library’s Manuscript Room,
as volume XXX of the May Morris bequest, is held a complete draft MS, 438
pages long (No. 45,322), beside the Fair Copy, 201 pages (No. 45,323), with
over 1200 verbal and narrative changes, which takes us to page 174 of the 387
page text we think of as the book. There are also two earlier abandoned MSS,
one in verse and one, the earliest, The Widow’s House by the Great Water,
markedly different.

I use this term to indicate the ostranenie, or defamiliarisation of the material,
of Shklovsky, as opposed to the Verfremdungseffekt, or alienation of the
audience, of Brecht.

Page references are to volume XIV of the Collected Works, which are identical
with those of my recent edition, The Story of the Glittering Plain and Child
Christoper, volume 9 of the William Morris Library, (Bristol: Thoemmes Press
1996).

Vladimir Propp (translated by Laurence Scott), The Morphology of the Folktale,
(Austin: University of Texas Press 1968).

They may well have influenced the Eloi of H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine
(1895). Wells admired Morris, and certainly saw the 1891 edition of Plain, the
first Kelmscott Press book ever. Wells had the sort of mind that would have
compared the citizens of Nowhere in their epoch of rest, presented without much
irony, to the subjects of the Undying King.

S. T. Coleridge, (George Watson ed.), Biographia Literaria, (London: Everyman
1975), p. 167, uses these words of the ‘primary imagination’, the way we
experience the world of nature when fully responsive. He calls the writer’s

work secondary imagination, ‘an echo . . . identical with the primary in .
kind ...
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