














































11ltroducti01l XXIX 

Before Hallblithe ga llops to the rescue, he offers a 
memorable, self-d edicatory mime of the implaci:\bJe 
warnor: 

As for him ht: turned hack si len tly [0 his work, and set 
the steel o f the spear on the new ashen shaft, and 
rook the hammer and smote the nail in, a nd laid the 
weapon on a rou nd pebbl e rh at was thereby, and 
clenched the nai l on the other side. (p. 21 5) 

He bea rs rhis spear all th rough hi s double figure-eight 
journey to the Isle o f Ra nsom and the G littering Pla in, 
into rhe lifeless desert beyond , a nd then back through 
Plain and Isle, and thence back home. The spear stands 
for a young man's a rdour, in terms with wh ich Dr Freud 
has made us familiar, bu t also fo r home and loyalty, 
si nce we fir st see H a llblithe seated at h is hou se 's 
threshold, making it by his own home-taught skill s. It 
signifies that the man wielding it is striv ing manfully fo r 
home and house. As the ques t develops, though, it a lso 
expresses the resentment o f a figh ting-man w hose 
efforts are constantly frustrated, by deceit o r by lack of 
a physical enemy: no one seems stupider than a man 
looki ng for a fi ght and being ignored! Frust ration is a 
long spear in a short row boat, especia ll y when that 
infuriating psychopomp Puny Fox mocks and beguiles 
him by turns. 

But the spear has a third significat ion: it ma rks him as 
the threa tening, obsessive, ung ratefu l al ie n - rh e 
potential regicide a mid the peaceable and weapon less 
dwellers on the Glirrering Pla in. Hallblithe is a rripl y 
complex hero, and narrative ironies also srem from his 
name. The Raven, his ho use-emblem, signifies a gens 
ve ry ready to defi ne itself on the battlefield, giving the 
beautiful young man a tough and menaci ng edge. Puny 
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Fox develops a ser ies o f kennings, se ri ously comic and 
more or less ingenio usly poetic epi thets, for rave ns; like 
;1 skald he prides himself on ri ngi ng the cha nges on the 
ca rr ion-hird theme every time he addresses the young 
'raven" and hi s offpurri ng compound of disa rming 
sy mp.ah y and med ici na l moc kery kee ps H a ll b lithe 
manipulated and mobi le. 

Sti ll , ravens are not only bloodthirsty and ill-omened 
h;tnle-crows and ca rrion-eaters: they a re wi se, fait hful 
and perceptive birds, brave dwellers o n peril o us and 
ha rren crags. Fox's gibing serves to prepa re H a llblithe 
ro endure the public ridicu le and reproach of the mock­
batrle in wh ich his peopl e are shamefu ll y bested, in the 
feast-hall on the Isle of Ra nsom. or is it a lways a bad 
thing to he;lr th t:> mortal warning in a raven's c roa k. 
Like;.\ raven, Hallblithe travels to the G li ttering Pl ai n 
by fo llowin g rhe dyi ng. As 'G randfather ' is carri ed 
wellnigh mo ri bund ro the shore, H allblithe hovers over 
him , looking his best and fiercest: 

he stood upright in the boat, a goodly image of harrle 
w ith the sun fl ashing back from his hr ight he lm, his 
spear in his hand , hi s whi te shie ld un hi s back, and 
rh ereon rhe image of rhe Raven .... (p. 250) 

Onc of the first th ings he nor ices about the joyous and 
pcacc;.1 hle inhabitants of the Glinering Plain is that any 
mention o f dea th is anathema to them, and 'not lawfu l 
fo r any man to uner here' (p. 253). At fir st he tries not 
ro spoil their day. 

The cost of the happy, liherated li fe o f the Gl ittering 
Plai n, it seems, includes fea r of and revul sio n from 
death: a ravell is the las t rhing they want to hear, 
croa king above their prt'sent-rense case and pleasure. 
They also suffer progressive am nesia about their own 
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past morrallives: 'we have noughr but hearsay of othe r 
lands. If we ever knew them we have forgotten them.' 
They cannot remember wincer! His fiancee might be 
on the Plain for all they know, 'For sllch as come hither 
keep not their old names, and soon forget rhem what 
they were'. Their king has absolute power over the 
imagination as well as memory of his subjects: 

'And that King of you rs,' said he, 'how do ye name 
him?' 
'He is the King,' said the damse l. 
' Hath he no other name?' said Hallblirhe. 
'We may not uner it,' she said; 'But thou shalt see him 
soon, that there is nought but good in him and might­
iness.' (p. 254) 

Hallblithe is even wary of Sea-Eagle's rejuvenation, 
Iraning on his spear amid this benevolent magic, 'with 
smiling lips and knitted brow'. Hi s ant ipathy ro 
changeless contentment has an ominous raven-voice: 

'So it is, shipmate, that whereas thou sayesr that the 
days flit, for thee they shall flit no more; and the day 
may come for thee when thou shalt be weary, and 
know it, and long for the lost which thou hast 
forgotten.' (pp. 257-8) 

This hero of gloom wanders the length and breadth of 
the Glittering Plain in his incessant search for his 
brtrothed, rather as Hamlet sta lks through Elsinorc's 
wedding finery dressed in funereal black, or Scrooge 
glowrrs through th e festive streets of London's 
Christmas. His physical beauty makes his obsessive 
intensity forgivable, until forgotten, but what is worse is 
that hr proves the king cannot make everyone happy. 
I .. this Land of Heart's Desire, one hearr at least does 
not desire it. 
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The elven-beauteous king is splendid , an archetype 
of gracious and benevolent loveliness, a lways accessible 
to hi s 'children', his subjects, and confident that hi s 
power ca n gratify any wish they have. But Hallbli the is 
not used to kings, and resents having been decoyed and 
begui led into the Plain: he cannot speak to this hyper­
char ismatic and adorable absolute ruler in the joyously 
grateful way everyone else does: 

Said Hall blithe: '0 great King of a happy land, I ask 
nought of thee save that which none shal1 withhold 
from me uncursed.' 

' I wil1 give it to thee,' said the King, 'and thou shalt 
bless me. But w hat is it which thou wouldst? What 
more canst thou have than the Gifts of the land ?' 
(p.261 ) 

Is it ominous that the hero talks of curses and the king, 
his irresistibly charismatic and deathless opponent, of 
blessi ngs? Well, there is no ru le in fantasy that heroes 
have always to be polite and soph isticated, and the 
king's offer is merely a series of lofty equivocations. In 
the last stage of Hallblithe's beguiling he has to spy 
demeaningly upon a beautiful, suffer ing and lovc-Iorn 
lady, the king's own daughter, languishing over his 
picture in he r illuminated book. He is ashamed, but he 
is also angry, fo r her so li loquy shows with the unsetf­
conscious arroga nce of the rich that she has ca used the 
kid napp in g and a ll the attenda nt deceptions t hat 
brought him there: 

... For I deemed that this eve at least thou shouldst . 
come, so many and strong as are the meshes of love 
which we hav e cast about thy feet. Oh come 
tomorrow at the least and latest, or what shall I do, 
and wherewith sha ll I quench the grief of my hean? 
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Or else why a m I the daughter o f the Undying Kin g, 
the Lord of the Treasure of the Sea? Why h3\(" they 
wro ught new marvels for me, and compelled the 
Ra vagers of the Coasts to serve Ill e, and sent false 
dreams fl itting o n the wings of the n ight? (p o 266) 

She is in the habit of indu lging her OWII whi ms, and h;I S 

clearly insi sted upon her bther indu lg ing them too. 
Love, for her, is a crush upon a man she has never Iller, 
and whose lift' she is prt~par(>d to lay was te; lIor doe:o­
she even mention her innocent ' ri va l', whom she has 
given into the hands of via lt'nt rav:lge rs habituated to 

rape, murder and sla ve trading. 
Hallblithe is dedicated enough to find his \\';1)' our o t 

rhe Plain, bur the h:uren deserr heyond rhe Jll;;l g i<.:a l 
barrier would soon have killed him had he nor been 
found by the three sad wan dert' rs w ho began (a nd 
seemed to frame ) the story wi th rllt'i r lo nging for 'rhe 
Land'. Si nce the dese rt o Hers o nl y de;uh, and he has 
sudden I)' had a vision of him self escaping rhe Pla in b )' 
sea, Hallbli the has to tlIrll hack, guiding the wanderers, 
and sure enough this Tir nail Og renews their yo u th, 
happiness and peace of mind. T he ir warm g ra tilUde 
cannot, unfo rtunately, hel p o ur hero . 

Hallb lirhe's boar-build ing is a rer.:hllologica l task 
beyond thc needs and thc attcntion-spa n of thc Und ying 
King's s ubiecrs: rhe y e recr plea s ant hut s and 
commodious rcnts, a nd their wcaving :lnd dye ing :lrc 
excel lent, bur wh y should th ey bother to go Ollt on the 
sea, to fish, row o r sa il ? As their king says, hi s l.and 
offers them all rhe)' can possi bly wanr. 

And that is another dllllcnsion o f Plain. Morri s had 
resigncd from the Social ist l.cague- in 1890, and bec- n 
dism issed as edito r of it s paper, Commo11/vcal, hur 
carried on fu nd ing it in its n('w, a narc hist phase unt il 
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November to make sure the final insta lments of News 
(rom Nowhere were published there. Tha t splend id 
Utopi a is his crucial cont ri bu tion to socia list discourse 
and a major work in its own right. 

In Plain, his next work, Morris d iscovers that he has 
un finished business with Now here. Though Guest 
visits Nowhere empowered by his own desire, a nd 
Hallb lithe is tr icked inro the jou rney, both find ha ppy, 
industrious and free- lovi ng fo lk, who retain their youth 
and beauty for most of a very long Jifespan. Both 
populat ions enjoy craftwork and outdoor labour, m us ic 
a nd dancing, eati ng and drinking, and especially loving 
th eir neig h bours, in ' d ays of peace and rest an d 
clea nn,ess a nd sm ili ng goodw il l'. H a mm on d says 
d irec tl y, 

It is easy for us ro live w it ho ut ro bbing each other. It 
would be possible to contend wi th and ro b each other, 
hu t it would be ha rder fo r us tha n refraining from 
stri fe a nd robbery. That is in short the fou nda tion of 
our life a nd our happiness . l3 

In Nowhere, na tu re and society provide a mply, while 
the k ing's w ill furn ishes the guarantee of peace and 
p len ty on the Plain: 

in this land no man hath a lack which he may not 
sa tis fy wi tho ut tak ing aught from any other. I deem 
no t that thine heart may conceive a des ire which I 
shall no t fulfil fo r thee, or crave a gift which I shJI1 
not give thee. (p. 26 1) 

T he king wo uld of course be in tolera ble in Nowhere, 
bur hi s cla im is as just as O ld Ham mond's . 

11 News (rom .I\'owhert'. Col/t'cted Wo rks, vul. 16, p. 80. 



When H;lllblithe, thinking h is pa SSIOnate visio n of the 
plough ing at home in Cleveland mean s hi s death, begs 
permission to leave rhe Land, the king C<lI1nor im;lg in l' 
thar anywhere else is worth living in: 

Where else rhan in thi s land wilt th o u find r e~ r: 

Wi thout is Ixnr!c and f._lIni ne, longing un sa ti sfied, and 
heart -burning and fea r; wirhin it is plenty ~lnd Pl' ;l ((' 
and goodwill and pleasure without C(,;lse. (p. 2 7 2 ) 

In pract ice, th is arcadian regime rul es over and exploi t , 
the violence and ( haos o f other lan ds: rhe Undyi ng King 
is the master of rhe slavers and ravage rs of rhe Isl e of 
Ransom. As for 'longlllg un sati sfi ed' , the king's spoilc'cI 
daughte r perso nif ies It, ::1nd th e yo ung hero she h ;l ~ 

fallen in love wi th, and hi s fian cee, c Hch the di se;lSl'. 
The GllISe is in rhe royal pri vilege. both high -hand ed 
and sne;lking , which th e king has Indu lged. 

In Nowhere, p;lss ioll was the onl y remaining C llI Sl' o( 

misery and crime. T he ma n who defie s the seductions 
of the Land simi larl y bea rs th e tok e ns of love ;lnd 
de~1t h. By luck or som e othe r power, ;lS is perh ;IPs 
implied by the mysreriou s 'g reat shour ' that w:lk es him 
in mid-oce:lIl , he sail s back to rhe Isle of Ransom, where 
Puny Fox has clearly been expecting him, and pbns the 
charade which leads to hi s trurh-telling rrlll mp h In the 
feast-hal l. Their plan has consequences whic h r,nify 
the powcr of love, but its onl y in splr<Hi o n seclll s ro 
come fro III Fox 's irasci ble <'tnd long-dead g reat-grand­
fathe r, whose unquie t spirit gives him power ;llld has 
t:lughr him sh:lpe-shifting ~lJ1d other percep rion-mag lCs . 

The romance cclcbr:l tcs thi s de;Hh -bascd purpose ;lIH.I 

power, rhi~ readiness to live a wholly Illorul life. By 
converting Fox 's skill s of l110rtallying into hi s pe rsonal 
trurh, Hallbl irhc brings Ho srage at la st home to their 
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folk; Fox accompanies them, a t lea st su ffici ently 
reformed (0 be able to endure being in the same room 
as the truth for a little while. 

In this joyous and co nfident renewal, H a ll blithe 
becomes the blo od ·broth er of the Ravage rs. In 
contrast, the Pla in 's glittering pleasure thins out value, 
meaning and even identity. The king's subjects can onlY' 
endure the intensity of Ha ll blithe's rebelli ous longing 
beca use they start to forget him as soon as he goes 
away. Though the ardent Princess does recover from 
her agonies of longin g, she foresees in a mighty 
metaphor of ' the lingworm laid upon the gold ' (p. 266) 
the horror of extended lifespan without content, and 
without death. 

A life worth living does not seek (0 contro l the future, 
nor submit itself to a ru le of death less power. ~'y1o rri s, 
as author, finds he prefers the vitality of human beings 
to 'an epoch of rest': Even the Viking li fe of robbery 
w ith violence, boast ing and bullying, that destroys the 
homes and enslaves the bodies of the helpless, seems 
preferable to being controlled by fear of death and the 
immorta l bribery of an Elvish king. 

On the Isle of Ransom , Hall blithe and the Hostage 
prove each other's ident ity by a shared story from theiti 
childhood whic h uses th e em ble m of the snake· 
brooding on gold very d iffe rentl y, si nce their life is 
fl ee ting and the refore its moments are more truly 
treasured: 

' If thou art Hallbl ithe, tell me what befell to the 
finger-go ld-ring that my mother gave me when we 
were both but little.' 

Then his face grew happy, and he sm iled, and he 
said: 'I put it for thee one autumntide in the snake's 
hole by the river, amidst the roots of an o ld thorn· 
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tree, that the snake might brood it, and make the gold 
grow greater; bur when w inrer was over and we ca me 
to look for it, lo! there was neithe r ring, nor snake, 
nor thorn-tree: fo r the flood had washed it all away.' 
(p.316) 

The lifesty le of Ha l1blithe a nd hi s people, like thei r 
long-lost 'fame' , may not be in every detai l [0 YO llr 
taste, but remember, the Glirrering Plain is quite as 
conclusivel y lost by now, for us human s_ Could any 
young couple, accepting time and oblivion, be ha ppier 
to lose the gold and its increase? An d who wou ld prefe r 
the slow ebbi ng away of meaning as the great snake o f 
eternit y en circ les ide ntit y in it s move less, ever­
augmenting coi ls? 

Norman Talbo r 
FormaJ/y of the University of Newcastle, 

New SOllth \Vales, 1996 
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