







































































xxx Introduction

Fox develops a series of kennings, seriously comic and
more or less ingeniously poetic epithets, for ravens; like
a skald he prides himself on ringing the changes on the
carrion-bird theme every time he addresses the young
‘raven’, and his offputting compound of disarming
sympathy and medicinal mockery keeps Hallblithe
manipulated and mobile.

Still, ravens are not only bloodthirsty and ill-omened
battle-crows and carrion-eaters: they are wise, faithful
and perceptive birds, brave dwellers on perilous and
barren crags. Fox’s gibing serves to prepare Hallblithe
to endure the public ridicule and reproach of the mock-
battle in which his people are shamefully bested, in the
feast-hall on the Isle of Ransom. Nor is it always a bad
thing to hear the mortal warning in a raven’s croak.
Like a raven, Hallblithe travels to the Glittering Plain
by following the dying. As ‘Grandfather’ is carried
wellnigh moribund to the shore, Hallblithe hovers over
him, looking his best and fiercest:

he stood upright in the boat, a goodly image of battle
with the sun flashing back from his bright helm, his
spear in his hand, his white shield on his back, and
thereon the image of the Raven.... (p. 250)

One of the first things he notices about the joyous and
peaceable inhabitants of the Glittering Plain is that any
mention of death is anathema to them, and ‘not lawful
for any man to utter here’ (p. 253). At first he tries not
to spoil their day.

The cost of the happy, liberated life of the Glittering
Plain, it seems, includes fear of and revulsion from
death: a raven is the last thing they want to hear,
croaking above their present-tense ease and pleasure.
They also suffer progressive amnesia about their own
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past mortal lives: ‘we have nought but hearsay of other
lands. If we ever knew them we have forgotten them.’
They cannot remember winter! His fiancée might be
on the Plain for all they know, ‘For such as come hither
keep not their old names, and soon forget them what
they were’. Their king has absolute power over the
imagination as well as memory of his subjects:

‘And that King of yours,’ said he, ‘how do ye name
him?’

‘He is the King,’ said the damsel.

‘Hath he no other name?’ said Hallblithe.

“We may not utter 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,
leaning on his spear amid this benevolent magic, ‘with
smiling lips and knitted brow’. His antipathy to
changeless contentment has an ominous raven-voice:

‘So it is, shipmate, that whereas thou sayest 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
betrothed, rather as Hamlet stalks through Elsinore’s
wedding finery dressed in funereal black, or Scrooge
glowers through the festive streets of London’s
Christmas. His physical beauty makes his obsessive
intensity forgivable, until forgotten, but what is worse is
that he proves the king cannot make everyone happy.
In this Land of Heart’s Desire, one heart at least does
not desire it.
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The elven-beauteous king is splendid, an archetype
of gracious and benevolent loveliness, always accessible
to his ‘children’, his subjects, and confident that his
power can gratify any wish they have. But Hallblithe is
not used to kings, and resents having been decoyed and
beguiled into the Plain: he cannot speak to this hyper-
charismatic and adorable absolute ruler in the joyously
grateful way everyone else does:

Said Hallblithe: ‘O great King of a happy land, I ask
nought of thee save that which none shall withhold
from me uncursed.’

‘T will give it to thee,’ said the King, ‘and thou shalt
bless me. But what is it which thou wouldst? What
more canst thou have than the Gifts of the land?’
(p. 261)

[s it ominous that the hero talks of curses and the king,
his irresistibly charismatic and deathless opponent, of
blessings? Well, there is no rule in fantasy that heroes
have always to be polite and sophisticated, 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, suffering and love-lorn
lady, the king’s own daughter, languishing over his
picture in her illuminated book. He is ashamed, but he
is also angry, for her soliloquy shows with the unself-
conscious arrogance of the rich that she has caused the
kidnapping and all the attendant deceptions that
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 have cast about thy feet. Oh come
tomorrow at the least and latest, or what shall I do,
and wherewith shall I quench the grief of my heart?
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Or else why am I the daughter of the Undying King,
the Lord of the Treasure of the Sea? Why have they
wrought new marvels for me, and compelled the
Ravagers of the Coasts to serve me, and sent false
dreams flitting on the wings of the night? (p. 266)

She is in the habir of indulging her own whims, and has
clearly insisted upon her father indulging them too.
Love, for her, is a crush upon a man she has never met,
and whose life she is prepared to lay waste; nor does
she even mention her innocent ‘rival’, whom she has
given into the hands of violent ravagers habituated to
rape, murder and slave trading.

Hallblithe is dedicated enough to find his way out ot
the Plain, but the barren desert beyond the magical
barrier would soon have killed him had he not been
found by the three sad wanderers who began (and
seemed to frame) the story with their longing for ‘the
Land’. Since the desert offers only death, and he has
suddenly had a vision of himself escaping the Plain by
sea, Hallblithe has to turn back, guiding the wanderers,
and sure enough this Tir nan Og renews their youth,
happiness and peace of mind. Their warm gratitude
cannot, unfortunately, help our hero.

Hallblithe’s boat-building is a technological task
beyond the needs and the attention-span of the Undying
King's subjects: they erect pleasant huts and
commodious tents, and their weaving and dveing are
excellent, but why should they bother to go out on the
sea, to fish, row or sail? As their king says, his Land
offers them all they can possibly want.

And that is another dimension of Plain. Morris had
resigned from the Socialist League in 1890, and been
dismissed as editor of its paper, Commonweal, but
carried on funding it in its new, anarchist phase until
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November to make sure the final instalments of News
from Nowhere were published there. That splendid
Utopia is his crucial contribution to socialist discourse
and a major work in its own right.

In Plain, his next work, Morris discovers that he has
unfinished business with Nowhere. Though Guest
visits Nowhere empowered by his own desire, and
Hallblithe is tricked into the journey, both find happy,
industrious and free-loving folk, who retain their youth
and beauty for most of a very long lifespan. Both
populations enjoy craftwork and outdoor labour, music
and dancing, eating and drinking, and especially loving
their neighbours, in ‘days of peace and rest and
cleanness and smiling goodwill’.  Hammond says
directly,

It is easy for us to live without robbing each other. It
would be possible to contend with and rob each other,
but it would be harder for us than refraining from
strife and robbery. That is in short the foundation of
our life and our happiness.l"'

In Nowhere, nature and society provide amply, while
the king’s will furnishes the guarantee of peace and
plenty on the Plain:

in this land no man hath a lack which he may not
satisfy without taking aught from any other. I deem
not that thine heart may conceive a desire which I
shall not fulfil for thee, or crave a gift which I shall
not give thee. (p. 261)

The king would of course be intolerable in Nowhere,
but his claim is as just as Old Hammond’s.

" News from Nowhere, Collected Works, vol. 16, p. 80.
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When Hallblithe, thinking his passionate vision of the
ploughing at home in Cleveland means his death, begs
permission to leave the Land, the king cannot imagine
that anywhere else is worth living in:

Where else than in this land wilt thou find rest?
Without is battle and famine, longing unsatisfied, and
heart-burning and fear; within it is plenty and peace
and goodwill and pleasure without cease. (p. 272)

In practice, this arcadian regime rules over and exploits
the violence and chaos of other lands: the Undying King
is the master of the slavers and ravagers of the Isle of
Ransom. As for ‘longing unsatisfied’, the king’s spoiled
daughter personifies it, and the young hero she has
fallen in love with, and his fiancée, catch the disease.
The cause 1s in the royal privilege, both high-handed
and sneaking, which the king has indulged.

In Nowhere, passion was the only remaining cause of
misery and crime. The man who defies the seductions
of the Land similarly bears the tokens of love and
death. By luck or some other power, as is perhaps
implied by the mysterious ‘great shout” that wakes him
in mid-ocean, he sails back to the Isle of Ransom, where
Puny Fox has clearly been expecting him, and plans the
charade which leads to his truth-telling triumph in the
feast-hall. Their plan has consequences which rartify
the power of love, but its only inspiration seems to
come from Fox’s irascible and long-dead great-grand-
father, whose unquiet spirit gives h1m power and has
taught him shape-shifting and other perception-magics.

The romance celebrates this death-based purpose and
power, this readiness to live a wholly mortal life. By
converting Fox’s skills of mortal lying into his personal
truth, Hallblithe brings Hostage at last home to their
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folk; Fox accompanies them, at least sufficiently
reformed to be able to endure being in the same room
as the truth for a little while.

In this joyous and confident renewal, Hallblithe
becomes the blood-brother of the Ravagers. In
contrast, the Plain’s glittering pleasure thins out value,
meaning and even identity. The king’s subjects can only
endure the intensity of Hallblithe’s rebellious longing
because they start to forget him as soon as he goes
away. Though the ardent Princess does recover from
her agonies of longing, 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 to control the future,
nor submit itself to a rule of deathless power. Morris,
as author, finds he prefers the vitality of human beings
to ‘an epoch of rest’. Even the Viking life of robbery
with violence, boasting and bullying, that destroys the
homes and enslaves the bodies of the helpless, seems
preferable to being controlled by fear of death and the
immortal bribery of an Elvish king.

On the Isle of Ransom, Hallblithe and the Hostage
prove each other’s identity by a shared story from their
childhood which uses the emblem of the snake
brooding on gold very differently, since their life is
fleeting and therefore its moments are more truly
treasured:

‘If thou art Hallblithe, tell me what befell to the
finger-gold-ring that my mother gave me when we
were both but little.’

Then his face grew happy, and he smiled, and he
said: ‘I put it for thee one autumntide in the snake’s
hole by the river, amidst the roots of an old thorn-
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at the snake might brood it, and make the gold
ter; but when winter was over and we came
¢ for it, lo! there was neither ring, nor snake,
rn-tree: for the flood had washed it all away.’

yle of Hallblithe and his people, like their
me’, may not be in every detail to your
remember, the Glittering Plain is quite as
ly lost by now, for us humans. Could any
e, accepting time and oblivion, be happier
gold and its increase? And who would prefer
v ebbing away of meaning as the great snake of
y encircles identity in its moveless, ever-
ng coils?

Norman Talbot
Formally of the University of Newcastle,
New South Wales, 1996
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