CHAPTER I

THE NORSEMAN IN ENGLAND

: '

The thought often ocours to one, as he reflects upon the
life and works of Williem Morris, that in spite of Morrise's as-
sociation with the Sooiallst movement, with the Arts and Crafts

;inédgno,'the Iocelandis famine relief, and the problems of humen-
ity in general, there was no man of his time-who _wag 80 remark-
ably 'out of his element' as he, Ne thought, dressed, lived,

B and wroto in the manner of another age. His unqualified aseept-

‘ance of the sgirit of the Middle Ages-is ‘seen in A- Dream of John
- ,Ball.in his attempts to revive the handierafts of the rast, in

his desire to re-establish the &21ld system, and in his trens-

E lations and adﬁpta;ions from the 01d Norse. It is to be found
‘a8 well in that part of his adtivity which most closely conneots
- him with Vietorian England,- his soclal theories., They were con-
ceived for the betterment of modern humanity; but they were es-
- tablished upon a medieval 8uild prineiple: fellowship. The more
one attempts to single out the varions interests of Morris, and
“to place them in neat categories,~ Art, Poatry, Social Theory,
;;;hicrart = the more one is struek by the faot that there igan
‘almosgt diaooncerting homogeneity among his many-activities, He
attemptoq to lead the present age to a new appreciztion of life
by turning its vision back toward the Midale Ages. <Morris was
hot of the 'here and now'; 1t was as though ; medieval poet,
artist, and efattanln had slept for four hundred yesrs, and had

awakened to find popudar interest in postry, art, and the erafts
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usurped by a pre-occupation, on the part of thinking men, with
ppor-laws, science, didacticism, smugness, commerce, imperialism,
and bad taét;. Morris oould not remove the fetters of modernity,
but he could return, in his own practice, to the 0ld order of
thingas., That is exactly what he d;d.

The escapes from contemporary thought which the 'non-Vietorian
Vietorians, '- Morris, Swinburne, Rossetti, Patmore, Thomson,- found,
were in no two cases alike. Thomson took refuge in well-articu-
lated despalr, Patmore in the Churzh of Rome, Swinburne in think-
ing of himgelf as a child of the Sea and Earth, Rossetti in the
jranqirul ﬁedievalizing which he called Pre-Raphaelitism. But
Morris fled to a pagan ideal whioh presupposed the imherent
right of every human-being to live happily, snd to express the
natgrgl impulses of his animal, and intelleotual gelf a5 he saw
fit. It is not exaotly obvious in his works what Morris meant
when;he,said; "In religion I am & pagan,” but this much is cer-
‘tain: his philosophy required that a man depend upon himself
”rathér thén upon a deity; that he have the courage to face life
énd death with equanimity; that he fight for end proteect his
"leIOWS; that he pass through his earthly existence without def-
inite assurance as to what the next life might be. The Chris-
fiéﬁiadd does not enter into this view of living; but }he ‘gods'?
(whatever they represented to Morris) would reward all who are
deserving. It is not diffieult to believe that the ethical
wrineciples which are contained in this philosophy have, their

source in the Elder Edda, wherein we learn of the courege of

great heroes and their reward in Valhalla. If the pagan William




¥orris could find ﬁb real assurance that life was worth liviqg

in the stories of the go@s and heroes of old, in the teles of

men whose 'deeds availed somewhat before they changed their

lives,' he found it nowhere, I%e gave up his early desire to

be a ochurch architeot when he saw that ecolesiastical architec-

ture (exeepting Gothic) was bad and impossible to reform; he for-
= sook Holy Orders because he was ooncerned with the bodies, not

| - the souls, of men, He does not speak, in his leotures on soecial
reform, of finding a repository for our spirits; he asks us to
provide ppaciouanpsa and 9ttraetive surroundings for our earth-
ly forms, He aék;“us to be men, to-be.courageous.-. .

- These ideas are not so remote from the 014 Norse as they
might seem to be.- In that literature, a 1ife that was lived to
the full, whether its efforts were directed toward charitable
deeds or not, was a worthy life; suchws Njal's, such were
Grettir's, Gudrun's, Snorri-the-Priest's, and Sigurd's. Morris
was notkna!ve, in the atr;ot&at sense of the word, but he had
a child-like admiration for great persons of the past. He had
not the practical hero-worship of Carlyle, nor the strangely

- gelfish hero-adulation of Swinburne; dbut he possessed e love of
__;ourage which, when we are acsquainted with his Forse interests,
18 not beyond our understanding. "What a-fine cutcome of the
worship of courage these stories aré." he once said, in epito-
miging the grgét spirit of 014 Norse litersture. , If he could

‘not believe in the stories themselves, if he had no real faith

in the pagan doetrines of the Edda, he came as olose to sush

belief and such faith as anyone reared in an atmosphere of
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Christianity may poaaib;y some, We may say with some truth
that at least he wanted to belleve in them. This from the i
Norse,~ the conragé'without which Morris thought one could not
pasg & decent existence on earth,- was oongenial to the poet's
{deas. If such a dootrine did not originate, in his case, with
the reading of 014 Norse literature, 1t was certainly orystal- _

- 11zed, given form and expression, through that resding. Such

a spirit is manifested by his belles lettres, his social the-
ories, and his own life. There is almost nothing he wrote af-
ter 1870 (about the time he became fully aware of the true spir-
1t of the 014 Norse), which does not in some way bear the brand
of the ideal of courage. It is as apparent in A Dream of John

Ball as 1t 1s in Sigurd the Volsung.

11

The specific contributions of the 014 Icelandic language
and literature to the writings of William Morris are more easily
_;;EGE;ted. First among these is the great store of astual sub-
stanoce which the literature of the North gave.to him, Evidence
of his use of materisls from 014 Norse reading is to be found

as early in his writings as The Hollow ILand, 1855-1858, where

such substance was quite indefinite and dilute, “through The

Earthly Paradise, 1865-1870, and Sigurd the Volsung, 1876, ]
where it was employed by Morris in the direct adaptation of five-

014 Norse stories into English poetry, and as late as the late
Prose Romances which he wrote in his declining years, where it
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again becomes indefinite 12  the sense that the poet was not-
adapting 014 Norge stories as spch, but was oreating a new
form of the English novel with ;he Icelandic pagas as his
models. To weigh the value to Morris of the 01a Norse story

materials we have only to ask ourselves what his poetie repu-

tation would be without The Lovers of Gudrun and Sigzurd the Yol-

sung. The consensus of opinion among orities seems to be that

Morris is known as a poet chiefly for The Earthly Paradise, of

which The Iovers of Gudrun is doubtless the most important poenm,
—_— ==
.and for~8153£d. If this be true, we may-conelude €asily enough

) that his reeding the Laxdmla ana Vdlsunga-Sagas had not a 11+.
tle to do w;th hig Success as an English poet. We can by no

means suggest that his position among Fnglish men of letters
would de Jeopardized if we were %o remove those two poems: from :
the works of Morris, for doubtless he could and would have writ-
ten two great and tremendous Poetic narratives upon other subd-
‘Jeots if these stories had not come into his store of Imowledge;

- tut we may insist, nevertheless, that the two nasterpieces of

Williem Morris's Corpus Po8tioum were bdased upon the 01d Norse
literature,

- That Morris thought himself forced to change thesge storieg —-
somewhat no one will deny; the wisdom of his changes, however,
bay be questioned, It ig quite accurate to. say that the ma jor-
ity of the poet's deteiled alterations, such'as those in The
Nooing of Hallbiorn, in Gudrun, and Sigurd, were made for onme

Or both of two reasoms: first, to allow the modern reader to
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achieve a better understanding of the stories themaelv;a, or,
secondly, to make .the general natures of all of them,- since
they had a common theme of love,: conform to what Morris eon-
sidered to be the ideal of the 014 Norse love story, But if

he made such changes for . the inorease of our eomprehenaiqn, ir
he accentuated here and omitted there, and in general brought

" the. story to the reader instesg of making him lebor to get it

as he sometimes is forced to do in reading & ®aga, there is

one change which Morris hapoily did not make. He never, under
any ciroumstances or for an& readon whatscever, rationalized

the actions of his characters, or explained, upon logiecal
grounds, the machinery anad devices of the story, unless the
Saga-man before him had also done so. He would not dresk faith
with the unknown authors of his originals in order to make the
Plots and mechaniocs of his adaptations acceptable to modern skep-
ticism. He would explain the contention between Gudrun and
‘Brynhild by showing a growth of friction between them,- that

is so the reader may understand; but he would not omit the love-
potion, which Grimhild gives to Sigurd, in order to make the
reader believe. He asks us to accept the stories of the Saga-
writers : Just as they are; he does not pretent to comprehend the
workings of fate, yet he tells us that'rate'governs men's lives.
If Morris quernized the technigue of the Saga-man, if he per-
fected, dramatically, the abrupt situations of the segas, he
414 not, on the other hand, meddle with the unknowable. TPo

rationalize and explain away the supernatural devices of the




characteristios of the Northern literature were desoribed by
Thorpe in his second-hand versionn of the Edda; as a oonse-

quence, Morris could merely desoribe them in The Fostering ot

Aslang, the story for whish he took from Thorpe's work. But

‘the vital spirit of the 0ld Norse literature permeates the orig-

inal tale of the men of Lax-river-dale, and the Icelandic Saga

of the Volsungs and Nidblungs, The poet haa merely to preserv
"tho atmosphere and feeling already present in his models when

he adapted his two great poems from their Norse sources,

~ One way of measuring the influense of the 0la Ioelandie
literature upon the guality orf the English poet's works, is to
observe the great difference between The Fogtering of Asleng

and Sigurd the Volsung, The fact that these poems are not of

a:lin;llar magnitude need not invalfdate such comparison, for an

obric’maly bad poem like The Fostering of Aslang would not im-
Prove in quality were it expanded to the length of Sigurd. The
tra.nslations which Morris made gave him at first hana tie equip.

ment for writing Sigurd: dut almost eny of his contemporaries

_oou.'l.a. have read Thorpe, and made as good a poem of the Aslaug

P

story as he aid.
"%fAnother contridution of the translations is apparent not

in single poems, but in nearly sll of the poet's work, The spec-
ialized literary medium, the language whith Morris developed
while he was engaged in the translation of the Bagas, owes its

exigtence to the fact that the poet was a translator. The

langulge of Morris's Grettir the Strong 1s the lamguege of his




Slitdering Plain; the one is a trenslation from an 014 Norse
*Siga, the other is an Englishmantg saga-like fabrication, '
Yhen the poet was working upon the Grettis_Saga, he saw thol r
need of using a hon-modern dietion ana syntax to convey to the
English reader something of the flavor of olden times; he re.
construoted such a dietion and syntax, ZILater in hig ocareer,
while he was oomposing the first of his eight Prose'komaneea,
he apparently diseovered that the same language sould be em~

'p;oyed in these fiotional works to give the'ofreet ef the ar-
chaie, One 1s not startled when he finds that Williapm Morrig's

1anguagq gg tranglation and his langnage of medieval fiction

are for the most part identical, He wonders, howeier, t0 what
| extent Morris would have written in arshaized distion if he had
not spent most of the years 1868 o 1875 in studying and trans-
lating the 014 Norse language. _

Béaidea the comparatively large body of 012 Norse éaga
translations in the complete works of Morris, there is another
.similar body which we should mention here alse; the 0la Ice-
landie ballads, sueh as The Lay of Christine, They doubdbtless
exerted some influense upon Morris's poem, The Wooing of Halldbiorn

3he Strong. This piece reminds one of the Scottish popular bai-

lads, to be sure, but its form is Icelandie. It ma} be that
. that form was first made kmown to ¥orris when he attempted,
about 1868-1870, to translate a few 2‘é§ ballads,

Morris's 01ld Norse literary allusions,. in spi%e of the

Tast that some of them were certainly aoquired during the per-
fod when he was translating with Magmisson, are a poor index to
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the influence of the ola Ioelandio upon the poet's works, For

some inexplicable reason, Morris did not employ these allusioris
80O rroquently as one would expect in his non-gorse boems, and
strangely enough, the poems written before he 1earned to read
014 Norse yield more examples of saga and Eddie allusions than
do those of a later date, This means, of course, that his read-
1nga in the English versions of Norse works made by Dasent,
Laing, and others, infl uenced thie part of his literary work
more. than did the original Norae materials. But the trus mea-
sure of the poet’s appreciation of the 014 Norse literature, as
we have agtated above, i8 not to de fourid "Ix igolated and mig-
cellaneous references to Volsurngr, Thor, and 0din, but in the

‘English Poetical renditions of whole stofies,- The lovers of
_gggggg,731ggrd the folgggg. After all, the ohief serviece of
‘the’ transla'tion's_which Morrig mede is that they enabled an"
English poet to bring strange and new materials into modern
English literature. Whether his own contribution lies in his
handling of the stories themselves, or in the new direction
‘which he tried to 8ive to the Englisn language, is a matter

which one need not now decide.

-H r
In 1877, Morris was offered the Chair of Poetry at Oxfora,
But he refused 1t, engd said, in his apologetiq letter of re-

fusal, that "the practise of any art rather narrows one with
regard to the theory of 1t." THe stated, on that occasion, that
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hd was a maker of poetry, noti;hatomist of its composition.

He 414 not hold ‘that the business of poetry wae 'to instruct
and delight,! nor that one of its first rrinsiples forced aJ ,
‘poet to put into-i; & 'oritioism of 1ife'; the business of
William Morris's poetry was quite obviously to ammse, or as he
might have said of it, as he did of art, to give "pleasure to
both maker and user." fThis may be among the ressons why he was
one of the chief Romantic Poets in an age not entirely romanmtic,
“To look back upon Keats as the first modern English poet, to
acoept Tennyson, to admire Browning, but to worship Scott, was B
another way in which Morris showed that he was not Properly 'of

his own time.' Scott and Keats d1d not dwell upon optimism,

faith, and doubt; neither daid the Saga-men and poets of 0ld

Iceland. The delioate muse of Keats, the virile muse of Seo tt,

and the sad goddess of 014 Icelandic literature have very little

in common., But Morris learned that all three, in their diverse
ways;.preaided over literary products which were beautiful,

moving, often supernatural ,- romantie in the genuine sense of

the word, When he fell, sometime before 1858, under the influ-

ence of Rossetti, and hence under that of the poet whom Rosetti

}23}6& upon as the morning-star of'English song,- Keats,- Morris
acéepted an idea which never lost its hold upon him: that re-

creating the literature of the Middle.Agea_nia the highest as-
riration of the modern poet, Two poems by very different authors,

follow this theory: The Pot of Basil and Signrd the Volsung.

When Morris broke away from the influence of Rossétti he
414 not digoard what he thought to be the guiding nrineciple of 4
Rossetti's avowed poetic master. He simply redirected his ef-




forts to re-create the medieval, It is well to bear in mind,
while we fhink now of Morris ag g modern English gggggg po;t:
that he was also a (Victorian) Jomantioist, and that thege
two terms are almost diametrioally opposed. But ag Morris
shifted his interest from the romanties to the heroic (from the
type of medieval imitation sreatea by Keats to the kind which
Oray had previously attempted) he could not obliterate the firgt
-'1dea1 from his new poetry. Tat ig why one must carefully qual-
ify Morrig's romantieism by remarking that it also ig partly
heroic; that, too, is the reason for declaring ,conversely, that
his Northern temperament is mixed with & belated English roman.
tioism which does not always become his subject, fThe ideal for
both, so far ag Mbg?ia is conecerned, wags the same; but the color-
ing of the one may not enhance the attempts of a poet to re-cre-
ate the other. Upon these grounds we may truthfully say that
there 'is too much of the romantic in both The Lovers of Gudrun,

and Sigurd the Volsung,

‘When we take cognizance of these conflicting elements in

Yorris's writings, we find no reason to argue that he looked
upon the 01d Yoelandi$ literature as the ope great literature
1;_;;e_wor1d. But the fact that of all the many objests of his
enthusiasm, 014 Icelandic literature was the only literature to
Whioh he constantly returned, and which he used econsistently in
kis own writinga,prqtidea a falr commentary on hia'apbreoiation
of 1%, and on‘ita relative importanee in his works. It is also
well to take notice of the coincidence that Morris consgidered
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his poetry,rather thanm his prose, to be his important contri-
bution to letters, amd that the most suocessful pilesces result-
ing from his associations with 014 Norse literature are in
poetiec form, It was characteri%tio of Morris that he plunged
into eaoch fresh aotivity which he took up with tremendous ener-
8y and unbounded geal, By the time he turned his attention to
the 01Q Norse, he had already entered the fields of painting,
poetry, mural-design, editing,- he had even been in business,
But he proceeded with utmost speed to work in his new-found oo-
oupation, the translatiom of Icelandic sagas. Intellectual cur-
uioaity wds,bo:n in him; hn-wangpd to know, It 1s no inconsider-
ablé-festimony to the success of his ambition thet within fewer
than fwo years after he commensced the study of 0ld Norse he had
‘completed one of his best poems, based upon an untranslsted

Saga: The Lovers of Gudrun.

v

William Morris's associations with 014 Icelandic litera-
ture made him one of the most singular men of his time, and cer-
tainly the most singular poet. One might almost say that he re-
‘#emdles most English men of letters contemporary with hﬁgigi-
cause he, like they, wrote in English. Their ideas, their pur-
poses, their materials were all quite different from his., For

direot comparison of his work with that of a more typical repre-
sentative of his day, we mey take Sigurd the Volsung, snd The

Ring and the Book. Browning's long narrative, like Morris's, is
based upon material taken from a sountry not his own. Scholars

e e e - oo+ e e i e




have said that its pioture or Italy in the ti%

me of its story
”;a 8ccurate, and that the charaecters

themselves are true Ital-
lans, But ir it 1s oompl etely Italianiato,

: if 1t wag written
by & man

whq is reputed to have kmown Italy better than any
foreigner, at least any Engl ishmen, of the nineteentn century,

it also oontains certain charaoteristics whieh we like to eall

(possibly because they are pregent in Browning'g worka)“.'VIc-

%grian.' One such element ig often considered as the theme of
The Rigg and’ the Bogk; 1t 1g Tound in the attempt of the author
%o attain to, or to develop a method for attaining to, the truth.

L
That, we may say, is like Browning, as-well ag like Huxiey, Darwin,
Arnold.end Tennyson. But 1t 1s not 1ixe William Morris,

Siﬁgrd
the VOIEnng 18 2 poenm bamed upon a foreign literature, written

by & man who dmew that literature as well as any nglishmen of

incidents and chap-

original, al though they are to a
oértain degree, but seareely a damanging one

his day, " Tt contains, for the most part, the
acters which are founq in its:

» colored by the

pbét's own idsas. But there is not, in Sigggd the Vblaggg, -

dominant theme Which we may associate with g Viotorian ideal,

It 1s not & document vhich may be 'dated’ beomuse 1t exhibitg

the‘traits of a particular age.

ahow“the_relative merits —
of Boowning and Morris as poets. Browning is rerhaps entirely too

great a poet to be Compared with Morris; yet eéven if such a com-

This comparison is not intended to

rarigon were to be made, one would find it diffioult %o provide
baée§ upon which to make gqualitative Judgments, The present
writer is of the opinion that the experiment in hand wil] show
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only how different from Bfowning's masterpiece 8 the chiet

poem of Morris; or, to go & step further, how 'un-Victorian®

is the author or'_S_:I._&-"_. It was Morris's medievalism (how

strangely unlike the medievalism of Armold and Tennysonlf, turn-

ed in a partieular direstion by hie asquaintence with the 0la

Ioelandic, whioh ceaused his work to be 80 remote from that of

his eontemporariea. The great literature of the North gave im-

petus to Morris's intellect, ana subgtance to his poetry; it
made him the strangest (hence perhaps the most fascinating) poet

of ?1ctor1an England.

V1

There remains for ounr &1 scussion one more contritution of
the 014 Ioelandic to the works of William ¥orris; this is the
'ef:t‘eot of that literature upon his personality. It may be sug-
geated that his 014 Norse readings gave Morris a large shere of
the gennine and kindly robustness, the gest for living, whieh he
somehow magiezlly transmitted to his writings. Sir Edward Burne-
Jones onoe said of the poet, his closest and oldest friend, that
he was "really sort of a Viking, set down here and making art
be'cauae there is nothing else to d0." With thege words he paid
tridute to the very spirit, the Viking love of Bxploration, which
guided and permeated all of Morris's accomplishments., Morris
¥as a sort of Viking; his appearance and manper d‘id‘not indicate

that he was a Vietorien gentleman, His ocuriosity and love of
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. eourage were akin to the exploring urge of the Vikings them-

| selvea, It wag the oourageous, =nd inquisitive nature of Erik
the Red, indeed, which sent him,on expeditions in the dead of
‘winter through uncharted seas, Morris 4id not teke long to
emulate that spirit. we learn from the roet's biographers and
from documentary oomments of hi g friends that he 1iked to'Ymagine

~ himself another person, -~ a character from Dickens,- a Norse sea-
rover., Can we not say that it was perhaps an inborn Viking spirit
in a Vigtorian Englishman, enhanced by his affection for 0la
Norge, and transferred from- geographical to intellectual explora-
tion, which led Morris through the art. the architecture, the
‘literature of the Middle Ages; ‘whioch urged him to re-learn and
teach to his men half a dogen forgotten medieval erafts, whieh
forged him to pry into many 11Feratures? Perhaps we may egay al-
80, that 1t was an irrepressible love of adventure whioh ceused
him to write, in the conclusion to one of his Northern works:

Thus have I striven to. show the troudblous 1ife
O0f these dead folk, e'en as if mia their strife

I dwelt mysel?,
Morris loved life; he knew that to be essantial to happi-

ness. But like the Norseman he did not fear death. His poetic
cﬁ#raoters,-like himself, understood that when the doom of the

Norns comes doﬁﬁlon 8 man he had best meet ifhwiih resignation,

But the poet inquired into the mture of 1ife; as he Journeyed

toward Qeath, he passed,like the Ragnar of hip'own*péem. "through
strange wild ways of Joy =mnd pain.” He traveled to Iceland, and




iﬁnderwent the hardships attendant upon such a voyage in order
to viait the Saga-steads and homelands of his heroes. lhile he
was there, as his Ioelandic Journsl tells us, he learned thnt
the 0ld order had changed; he &iscovered that littleness had
sprung up where greatness had flourished before. NHe became pes-
uimist;o.-and returned eagerly to his new home at Kelmsoott, like
Bodli coming back from Norway. Morris had seen enough, He had
contemplated 'life's change' in the shadow of Gunnar's cairm. He
sould remember what he had written of Susbiorn: "'Sharp sword,'
he seng, ' and death is sure'"; he could reozll also that for- ==
getfulness for grief was contained in the sequel to that line:
: "'But love doth over all endure.'" S& he returned to his family;
tut nevertheless, Iceland cslled him beck two years later!
¥orris did not acquire from 014 Norse literature a complete
“philosophy of life, a garland of tangible certainties wh;qh put
an end to doudbt., But he obtained from it all that a reasenable
;mhn'mqy expeot., Judgment has long since been given: but life,
~the indefinite span of days allotted to each man by fate, may de
“fzﬁkense and happy,- if a man possess courage., The days which the
Nornas bequeath may be tragic; dbut a man may lighten their burden,-
—if-he attain love. No true Viking can deny that all will be
awept away,- ocourage, love, and man,- when the awful Doom of the
Gods.shivera the earth, Morris went a'step beyond the mere re- N
fusgal of negation: he affirmed that ragan faot. His chief biograph-

er, J, W, Mackail, states that even when Morris 1earned in his

last years, that he was slowly and surely dying, he did not give —




up his stout spiris, nor 414 his Viking courage abanton him,
Ono of the last things he a1a on earth was to make s trip ‘!_.'o____
Norway, | Ir sush was the teniper of the man when death was upon
him, we need not harvel nor wonder at the faet that his writings,
éomposed while he was in the fulness of his physical powers,

are fil]_.'lﬂi'ﬁh the Joy or living (and yet with the acceptance
of death's imminence), as well as with ampke proof that their

g rﬁnthé':- 1.mw & re-discoverer, a re-ocreator of things almost fop.




m




