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Tennyson’s King Arthur sees the Grail-quest as
destructive of Camelot, just as he understood, and
abominated, Arthur’s view of female sexuality.
Medieval courtly love or religious allegory did not
much attract Morris. An expert translator and
redactor of saga, epic and other traditional and
popular narrative forms, he interweaves these with
folk conventions in his last-decade stories. His
protagonists, though physically pleasing and mentally
stable, have no extraordinary wisdom or power; they
respond to their ordeals in organic but innocent
rituals of personal fulfilment. They are not represen-
tatives of or refugees from our homocosmic reality,
but contend with a world that has its own
phenomenal laws - including magic, which they never
really understand, though helpers or lovers may do so.
Morris’s romances are an expansive Enghsh
adventurous form of the psychological fantasy, as in
the German novella, where plot, setting and character
offer radical analogies to inward self-knowledge.
These late romances hive up wonder and relish into
unparaphrasable reCognitiOns They offer self-
renewal, through vicarious joy, to an attentive
audience and celebrate, yet defy, the mortahty of the
individual and the brevity of social harmony. These
‘radical analogies’ can as readily be expressed in
rhetorics derived from Freud or Jung as in the terms
of social psychologists like Marx. ~
Only during this century, with the growth of hetero-
cosmic fantasy into a major literary fxeld have
audiences become conscious of the skills appropriate
to readmg these romances. Morris exploited the
quasi- famxhal female audiences of his own life to
represent this implied, attuned audience, but predomi-
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nantly he aimed at audiences of the far future, inz*aﬁ
energetic and respﬁnsxve society like his Nowhere

A brief introduction cannot do ;ustme to the many
aspects of this magnificently original famasy The
emphasis here comes from my amazement, on my
latest re-reading, at reaching the all-male Castle of the
Quest and realizing that (apart from a toddler and a
very old man) the story had travelled a hundred
pages, a vast lake and two whale books without
introducing a single male character. I have recently
~discussed the heroine’s. brxlhaﬂt subversion of quest-
‘romance convention. 13 Here 1 celebrate her over-
turning of other static 1nstitut1{)n$, including aud:ence
expectation. |

Birdalone, so lmprobably and nammlly x:amed is
both an mtermgatmn and a reconciliation of several
traditional images of women. Like Rapunzel (on
whose story Morris wrote a brief verse-play), she is
brought up by a wicked witch. Like Cinderella,
Catskm, and other hardwmkmg pcmr girls she can,
given the opportunity, excel in aristocratic contexts.
Like Snow-White (of the Seven Dwarfs) she is hated
by a ;::()werful 1mpia¢abie woman, and like Snow-
~ White and Rose-Red she is tested and protected, loved
and ‘hated, in a woodland context far from all the
- resources of civilization. Like the sister of the Seventh
Swan she plies her needle in silent determination to
contribute something to the world around her.

But these are all folktales. When Birdalene escapes |
from her ruthlessfesterer 3he enters the wc&rld Qf

25ce my ‘A Guest in the anre News from Nowhere’, , in BOOS and
Silver, eds. The Poi:tzcaf Wr:tmgs of William Mams, Mlnnesma 1991,
PP 38«»60 ‘

'3 ‘Heroine as Hero Mz)ms Casc agamst QuestﬂRamame in Kar:h Fﬁmer
(ed ) The Victorian Fantasists, London, Macmillan 1991, pp. 25-»44
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magical quest, of heroic knight-errantry, where
(before The Lord of the Rings) folktale conventions
were rarely allowed entrance. Up to the point where
Morris’s Fair Copy revision stops, his psychomyth is a
complex interweaving of ironic Bildungsroman,
magical wonder folktale, and pastiche of chivalric
adventure, satiric of Victorian socml conventlons as of
male world-views. |

The first chapter is Blldungsroman, describing
Birdalone’s kidnapping by the witch-wife from
Utterhay, a microcosm of urban capitalism. The baby
can be stolen because here money can do most things,
even defy and outrage nature, while poverty can
hardly keep itself alive. Only as the witch hurries
fearfully through the almost trackless forest Evilshaw
with her prize does the narrative first hint at its
wonder-tale aspects. ‘ |

The enmity between wood and thch wife here
foreshadows a struggle for Birdalone’s will between
wild nature and the solitary power-woman. But the
ill-named woods are kindly, constantly offering the
lonely girl the beauty and abundance of nature, and
the woman is all cold, fierce, witch-crafty ego. As
Birdalone grows up, between natural magic and
arcane ritual knowledge, the participation of the
wood-spirit Habundia in her life seems entirely
benevolent, but her human society is limited to one
human being, the wicked stepmother as remorseless
tyrant, far more obviously powerful and magical than
the inhuman spirit. The witch shackles the child to
hard day-labour in her cottage and fields by the shore
of the Water of the Wondrous Isles, enforcing
obedience, mostly by beatings but also by menacing
her slave’s physical form by magical shape-changing.
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Habundia, by contrast, opens the life of the wildwood
to the child’s wondering gaze, and - by appearing in
her image —~ also reveals to her her own body, a

natural perspective more wonderful than anythmg in

Twelfth Night. The wood-spirit may not understand

human love or tears, but she defxmtely uﬂderstaﬂds
~ delight in beauty. |
~ Why does the witch want erdalmne, apart from
‘slave-labour? Here the interlacement of irony-based
Bildungsroman and delight-based wonder tale is
eloquent. She is to be a sexual bait for men, and
eventually to be taught witchcraft, to be the core of
another generation of wickedness. But before her

hideous training begins, Birdalone flees from her

tutor’s fury, naked and alone, carried off across the
Water in the wztch’s own sinister magical boat, which
~ can be propelled (but rmt ste&red) by a smear ()f her
- blood. |

‘The: Sendmg Boat takes this graceful, candid, naked
teenage fugitive, whom not even King Lear in his
madness could call sophisticated, to the Isle of
Increase Unsought, earthly paradise of the Queen of
all the Wondrous Isles that give the lake its name. She
steps ashore into the complex world of courts, classes,
knight-errantry, lovers’ vows and sexual longing,
prison, and other social constraints, and meets three
beautiful and heraldically colour-coded upper-class
girls, Viridis (green), Aurea (gold) and Atra (black).
These maiden heroines of a fine chivalric romance,
shamefully enslaved by the Queen, send her as
messenger to their three brave, handsome true-love
knights. They each provide an emblematic garment
which, offered to the knights with appropriate
mfr)rmatmn, will stimulate them to t:he last phase of |
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their amorous quest, heroic rescue and victory. After
that satisfactory climax, she can go away, presumably,
and the three couples settle down to live happily ever
after.

Of course, that pattern is subverted by the very fact
that the messenger is here the central character, and
the ladies, initially at any rate, mere graceful figures in
tapestry poses around her sublime nudity. The most
perceptive of the three, Atra, recognizes almost at
once that this is a female hero, not a helper, adjuvant,
~auxiliary at all! She has every right to be appre-

hensive, especially when they have to explain about
sex to this naked teenager: |

They were silent now a little, and it was as if some
sweet incense had been burned within the chamber.
- For Birdalone, the colour came and went in her
cheeks, her flesh quaked, her heart beat quick, and
she was oppressed with the sweetness of longing.
More daintily she moved her limbs, and laid foot to
foot and felt the sleekness of her sides; and tender
was she of her body as of that which should one day
be so sorely loved (IL, 5, 66-7).

This passage and its heroine could hardly be less
Victorian.

The ludicrous name of the Isle and the h:larlous
mc:ompetence of its Queen’s mingled malevolence and
voluptuosity help to deconstruct the audience
expectation of quest-romance patterns of closure.
Whom will these gallant knights, personifications of
chivalry, have to joust with to rescue thelr dax;lmgs>
And with what weapons?

If the misnaming of the lovely Evzlshaw and the
destructively ambiguous Wondrous Isles invites
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mtermgatwe rather than trusting responses, so does
the unforgettable Queen of those Isles. She is
splendidly built, with abundant golden hair, but when
Birdalone is brought into her myal presence her effec:t
is spoiled by her vicious expresszom rE |

a look both pmud foolish, and cruel; terrible
~indeed, sitting in judgment in that ;;Iace on a
shrmkmg naked cre:ature (1, 3, 58)

Her impact is like that of Swmburne S chant ‘Delares 3

though the tone is mntempt rather than perverse
~fascination: | el ;

Thou art fed th:h perpetual hr&ath
- And alive after infinite changes,
And fresh from the kisses of death;
Of langours rekindled and rallied,
- Of barren delights and unclean,
- Things monstrous and frmtless, a pail d
And poisonous qQueen.

Bil‘dalﬂne indeed sees the palace of the Queen’s artifi-
cially maintained glamour as ‘The House of Death’.
The Queen has magical resources, yet not from any
personal qualities; they come from either an
inexhaustible chest of ‘Increase Unsought’, the
Wonder-Coffer, or an aqua vitae, the Water of Might
(names clearly connected with the book’s title and the
lake-realm she rules), or her big sister. She has power,
for example over the three ladies who are her
servants, and feels intense erotic pleasure at her
d(}mmatmg them, yet because it was her sister who
captured them for her, she is forbidden to maltreat
‘them physically while they are obedient. However,
 this constraint does not apply to her new, naked
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- captive, since the Queen’s powerful sister is the very
- witch-wife from whom Birdalone has ‘stolen herself’.

- But much as the Queen looks forward to torturing
Isuch a young, beautiful female, Birdalone is not in
such very great danger when she is brought before the
‘throne: the Queen’s memory is so bad that she will
have forgotten the event the next day. Her
~combination of spite and smug incompetence
caricatures the ruling class of the British Empire.
Thus her Increase Unsought and condescending
~ cruelty equate with capitalism’s unearned income and
colonial tyranny; her pomp and her magnificent island
palace correspond to the fineries and the lovely
country-houses of England’s aristocracy; her
ignorance, stupidity and amnesia are necessary
~ attributes of the Tory reactionaries, pretending to
~conserve a cultural tradition they neither respond to
nor care about.

‘This ornate double of Birdalone’s ‘terrible mother’

rules an Earthly Paradise where there is no work but a
ruthless reign of pleasure and a constant production
~of commodities; she needs a supply of cultured slaves
to amuse her (and to keep track of things). Her elder
sister spoils her with expensive presents. Her coffer is
~ like a factory system, invisible from the windows of
~ the Big House; her wondrous wealth, like the profits
~ of usurers, brokers and bankers, is unsought by either
oy or labour. Chmio

High Tory capltahsm is a hypocrlsy not even very
skilfully maintained. The gracious and beautiful
- ladies Viridis, Aurea and Atra, taking their ease in the
~ sunlit garden, are in fact slaves. The pleasure-house is
a prison and the gorgeous chest holds instruments of
torture.  The breaking of her spells is long overdue.
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Like the real-life authorities on church architecture
who marred and desecrated the buildings they claimed
to ‘restore’, she discounts other people’s active human
“experience as worthless; like the fictional Bounderby,
she projects her selfishness onto those subject to her
power, blinding herself to indomitable energies of
class-solidarity, f;dehty and pltyi, t:he actwe love that
sets Birdalone free. :

In all this the Queen is the mvxlized’ ant(mym (}f
ﬁzcolfﬁ)gﬂ:ally sustainable nature. Where the nature-
spirit Habundia gives wealth, the Queen wields riches
(Morris was fond of this distinction); Habundia
celebrates and reflects Birdalone’s human beauty, but
- the Queen hates, fears and would mar it. She later
‘usurps Birdalone’s place as Arthur’s bedfellow; later
still it is Habundia who restores his sanity and leads
him to Birdalone’s bed. Obviously, the Queen’s
- splendours are no natural abundance, but a disguise
for her island’s foul and unnatural blight.

- On this theme of sexuality, of love and the right true
end of love, the wonder-tale is as perceptive and
forthright as the Bildungsroman or the chivalric satire.
The Queen affects the role of femme fatale, la belle
dame, who can give her merci to her adorers or
‘withhold it. But she is no irresistible, quasi-
unattainable courtly-love queen, merely a lecherous,
proud, domineering and insecurely promiscuous
seductress. None of the castaways that have come to
the island have fallen in love with her, so in mortifi-
cation she has tortured and destroyed them - and of
“course forgotten them. Her blatant lust to get the
three questing knights into her bed (true lovers all,
though Arthur’s emotions are in upheaval) is what
destroys her: rather than ruling a Court of Love she is |
mﬁdemﬁed by its laws and executed by its ;ustxce
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Birdalone’s four-lobed journey is the structure of the
book. To deliver the emblem-clothes and messages of
Viridis, Aurea and Atra to their knights, she must sail
to each of the Queen’s Isles that give the book its title.
All are beautiful, stupid, malevolent traps, worthy of
their mistress, and forbidden change while she lives.
The Sending Boat ends at the Castle of the Quest,
built where the maidens were abducted. Like the tales
of The Earthly Paradise (but much more briefly
evoked) each isle has its own mystery and implied
narrative, and on both visits Birdalone glimpses
fragments of each story as it pierces the frame, so to
speak, of her own.

When Birdalone retraces this imram, well after the
Queen’s death, the other Isles are radically alive and
changing, but Increase Unsought is totally
deconstructed. The Tory paradise is now revealed as
a waste land, its only life thorns, lizards and beetles,
adders and ‘great carrion flies’. On this sterile shore
the Sending Boat breaks up and Birdalone has to try
to swim several miles of the Lake unaided. Only by
Habundia’s aid does she survive, returning to the
witch’s house as naked as she had left.

The Isle of the Young and the Old obscenely
preserves the innocence of childhood and the poignant
incompetence of second childhood: the permanent
children have been reduced to ‘images’, scarcely more
human than the rabbits in the grass, and their
guardian to a useless alternation of maundering and
senile content with maundering and maudlin
fragments of displaced memory. When change rushes
upon them, the old man is released into restful death
and the young begin to grow up. Birdalone’s second
visit may stimulate some structure and vision of a
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good society to dlmct towards wxsdem thelr thmngmg ~
human impulses. | A

The Isles of Queens and of ngs are obviously a
pair, both dominated by imposing castles. The first
has a congregation of noble and beautiful ladies
appropriate in pathos and passion to its magnificence,
the second an all-male garrison of martial dignity to
match its stern and warlike grandeur. Both are
parodic of the ‘Sleeping Beauty’ folktale — and not
only of its gender stereotypes. Every inhabitant is
immobilized, but would awaken from the magical
trance if the central figure in the tableau were kissed
awake. But there will be no happy endings: the lovely
woman in the Kings’ castle and the tall king in the
Queens’ are emphatically dead, not sleeping. It may
be that they killed each other in some neumtmally]
formal version of the war of the sexes. |

- When Birdalone revisits these islands, the ngs; is
inhabited by a group of nubile and man-hungry virgin
huntresses, the Queens’ by a similar thmng of virile
hunters. Both try to trap her into joining them; the
maidens use contemptuous and spiteful giggling at her
male armour, because they assume any male is
~ superior to the bravest woman; a man tries to capture
her, with cheerfully cynical lechery, but another
prevents him, expressing a youthful and healthily
“idealistic chivalry. These Isles have unreassuring
implications for single-sex edacam}n systems, clubs
and associations....

The last Isle of the fxve, the Isle of Nothmg, is a
wide, low featureless bank of gravel, and when
~ Birdalone ventures inland an equally featureless grey
mist grows and thickens around her. By natural
magic, bummg a lock of hair Habundla had gwerx her,
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she conjures upon the mist a vision of the spirit — or
of herself, since Habundia always appears to her in
her own image — and escapes by following it back to
the shore. Natural beauty is, it seems, the antidote to
metaphysical doubt and nihilistic isolation.

Birdalone finds this Isle intensely different on her
return. Though only five years have passed, tall
young trees crowd much of the island, and a small
pastoral tribe pastures its sheep, goats and cattle
there, and of course breeds children. They recognize
her visit as a blessing by their very own goddess,
because Habundia had been the first power evoked
here, and in the image of Birdalone.

Between these two imrams, Birdalone has delivered
her message to the Castle of the Quest, built and
garrisoned by the heraldically yearning but helpless
knights, betrothed to Viridis, Aurea and Atra. Once
she also gives them the blood-drinking magic boat
and tells them precisely what to do, and where, they
sail off to rescue their ladies. Their serio-comic,
largely accidental success is what destroys the Queen.
This male triumph is told in a fairly straight-faced
flashback chapter, as a mere episode in Birdalone’s
foregrounded story.

But what story? What can a female hero actually
do? According to audience expectations shaped by
male quest, her role is over with her message. Can
healthy, passionate Birdalone be trapped in an all-
male castle, being taught to read, write, embroider,
and be a lady? Of course she soon sickens, confined
by the Norman-French expectations of aristocrats and
clergy.

The sickness is love: she has fallen in love with
Arthur, the betrothed of her friend Atra. And she is
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‘expected to wave him prettily goodbye as he sails off
to be united with Atra! Perhaps a well-bred young
~lady would have repressed desire, or at least
- suppressed her natural activity of spirit to pine
picturesquely, but neither slavery under the witch nor
communion with wood-spirits is conducive to this
skill. Instead Birdalone acts — and bears the blame for
female wiles, broken oaths, death, ghosts and ruin,
and madness. No better test of individuation and
maturity than such anmnamy cmﬂd punﬁtmate a
~ Bildaﬂgsmman' |

-Birdalone learns of an ancient e:arth«-magm area, the
Black Valley of the Grey-Wethers (one of Morris’s
superb Icelandic landscapes), and escapes there to
intercede for her love. She lays her hand on the huge
kmg&t&n&, praying with absolute dire«cmess

O Earth, thou and thy first chﬂdren, 1 crave of you
_ that he may come back now at once and loving me.
| | (IV, 9, 159.)

Her prayer is granted literally and lmmedxately, but
she does not realize this. The prayer is also instantly
answered in travesty: from behind the stone steps ank
xmms:aliy different Black Knight, emphatmaily ‘at
once’ in love with Birdalone!

- He is a bad Black Knight, lieutenant to a wxcked
- and depraved mage, the Red Knight, who rules the
~ loathsome Red Hold. Though contact with Birdalone
- quickly turns Sir Thomas from evil, the Red Knight
viciously murders him before he can da specific good.
When the heroes of the quest, including her love
Arthur, come to rescue her, they see her at the nadir of
her young life, walking tethered behind the murderer’s
~ horse, soaked with blood because Sir Thomas’ sever&d
head hangs from her neck. |
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They ambush and kill the Red Knight, but the noble
Golden Knight, Baudoin, is also killed. The chivalrous
company of knights and ladies is broken. Aurea’s
love is dead and Atra’s alienated: no one has any
doubt that Arthur loves Birdalone rather than his
official fiancée. Viridis and Sir Hugh have each other,
but necessarily share the general mourning.

Is this all Birdalone’s fault? Definitely not. The
innocent maiden from the wildwood cannot be bound
by male-centred rules or the expectations of upper-
class courtly lovers, however neatly colour-coded.
Without her the ladies would still be slaves, and the
knights still gazing out across the lake in futile
postures of devotion. Now, as Arthur, Hugh and their
allies plan to exterminate the remaining vermin of the
Red Hold, at last employing their warrior prowess for
the benefit of their neighbours inland, Birdalone is
assured by all, including Aurea and especially Atra,
that she is not to blame. This is when she and Arthur
confess their love and exchange their first caresses of
love (once she has reassured him about her
relationship with Sir Thomas).

After Hugh’s charming account of the unheroic
expedition that rescued the ladies from the Isle of
Increase Unsought, the war against the Red Hold
begins. At once Birdalone acts again, rebelling against
that other courtly-love staple, the eternal triangle, by
stealing away secretly to hide from both Arthur and
Atra. She survives, in fact succeeds brilliantly, as a
craftswoman in a middle-class mercantile city. She
even meets her true mother, and brightens her last
years.

It must be admitted at this point that Morris’s
revisions for the printers’ Fair Copy of Water make a
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very great difference to the quality of the writing. He
may have pretended that he could toss off romances
with careless ease, but in fact he revised industriously
and often brilliantly, with keen awareness of both
cadence of expression and nuance of meaning. The
Fair Copy emendations stop at Birdalone’s dealings
- with Sir Thomas, and there is a certain thinness about
some later episodes, especially Birdalone’s reunion
with her mother. A convenient dream sends her back
to the Castle of the Quest, and she resolves to seek
'Habundia again, thus completing the water-lobe of
her journey. This is when she sees the Isles in the
throes of change, ending with the prospect of a lonely
and pointless death on the dead Queen s own biast&d
Isle. s
After her e:pic: swim aﬁd the namral»magxcal aid Of
the flcmtmg tree, Birdalone finds her witch-wife
‘mistress dead, and humbly begins to render the
cottage hvabie again, while waiting to meet
Habundia. The spirit still looks identical to
Birdalone, which makes precarious the task of
bringing her lover back to sanity, for after a savagely
successful military campaign Arthur has suffered a
breakdown: he emulates Tristan and Lancelot,
wandering skinclad and wildwood-mad, a starved but
dangerous harper. To see plural Birdalones waﬁid
~ have unhinged a much less unstable lover. =
‘Birdalone was un-Victorian enough in her frequem
nudzty and her courageous activity, but when clear
narratorial approval is given to her leadership in
enthusiastic extramarital sex, she is at her most alien
to public versions of Morris’s mntemporary audience:

Then erdalone drew in her Ic;ve, and went abaut‘ |
hghtmg the candles and quickemng a httle cooking-
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fire on the heérth till the yellow light chased the
moon away from the bed of their desire..
| | (VI, 27, 353)

After this Bildungsroman climax (in books III-V she
was wooed by many contrastmg men, as is but
natural given that she is physically beautlful and
exudes ‘naturalness’), she and Arthur live and work
together until he is physically strong again, and are
then comrades-in-arms in a Robin-Hood style rescue
of Viridis, Hugh, Aurea and Atra.

The story ends anticlimactically. Birdalone
completes the fourth lobe of her life’s journey,
returning to her birthplace as a pledge allying the
townspeople with her husband and his aristocratic
allies. Given the Utterhay attitude to human values in
the first chapter, Morris would undoubtedly have
sharpened the ironies of this ‘happy ending’ when he
came to its Fair Copy revision. As it is, not only has
the town turned, non-satirically, into a Good Place,
but the female hero seems almost subjugated to both;
political exigency and her husband S prowess in
generalship.

First, the Bildungsroman element requxres no returnk
to Utterhay: Birdalone’s competence with urban,
mercantile and maternal realities has been proved in
her exile in Five Crafts. Second, the aristocratic
masculinist elements so fiercely satirized in earlier
episodes are now acceptable to the bourgeoisie.
Third, the wonder-tale aspect, the strife between
Habundla s natural magic and the Witches’ control-
magic, has been resolved, and the victorious ecology
can now be thought of again as ‘out there’, where it
always had been for the burghers of Utterhay.
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-Still, the achievement of this extraordinary book

cannot be lessened by the mortality of its author.
With typical rediscovery of the energy intrinsic in a set
medieval phrase, he glves his characters the epitaph
appropriate to hzmself

their love never sundered, and they lwed without
'shame and died without fear (VII, 4, 387).

. Nermanz‘”l’albot
- University of Newcastle,
- New South Wales, 1994



