











more. When Atli’s messenger arrives at Gunnar’s hall, he boasts about Atli’s wealth,
while Gunnar and Hogni boast about theirs; but before they leave on what they know
will be their last journey, Hogni sinks the gold in the river.!* Perhaps there are some
parallels between Atli’s attitude to wealth and Fafnir’s, to the extent that they both
hoard gold.

The Niblungs’ first view of Atli’s city is one of gold-encrusted buildings:

So through the silent city by the Norns their feet are brought,

Till lo, on a hill’s uprising a huge house they behold,

And a hall with gates all brazen, and roof of ruddy gold ...
(Book IV; p.276)

It is shown how Atli desires gold and is greedy for gain, but does not emanate the
“goldenness™ of virtue and generosity, as Sigurd did:

Now stand they aback for the trumpet and the merry minstrelsy,
For they tremble before King Atli, and golden-clad is he,
And his golden crown is heavy, and he strides exceeding slow ....

And folk hear the gold gear tinkle and the rings of the Eastland crown,
Folk looked on his rich adornment, on King Atli’s pride they gazed,

And the bright beams wearied their eye, by the glory were they dazed.
(Book IV; p.287)

This is a fine example of Morris’s attention to detail; we are specifically told “by
the glory were they dazed”, not “by his glory were they dazed” — Atli himself is
insignificant, but he displays his wealth to impress the onlookers; we are also told
that the weight of it drags him down; it literally drags him down in this passage, and

his greed will finally be the means of his death, when Gudrun kills him and sets fire
to his hall.

NOTES

All quotations are taken from the 1994 Thoemmes Press reprinting of the 1911
edition.

' T have discussed elsewhere Morris’s use of craft imagery in Sigurd the Volsung; see
my article “The Role of Grimhild in Sigurd the Volsung’, Journal of the William
Morris Society, 1989, and unpublished Ph.D. thesis ‘A Comparison of Richard
Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen and William Morris’s Sigurd the Volsung’.
(University of Leeds, 1993).

Use of gold imagery is also found in some of Morris’s shorter poems, suggesting
a link between these and the longer, epic poems. Particularly significant is its use
in ‘Rapunzel’ and ‘“The Eve of Crecy’. ‘Rapunzel’ uses the rather commonplace
poetic device of golden hair to stand for the qualities of virtue that emanate from
the heroine, who metamorphoses into “Golden Guendolen™ when she leaves the
witch’s tower; to emphasize the contrast further, the witch who imprisons
Guendolen/Rapunzel is black-haired.
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Of the shorter poems, ‘The Eve of Crecy’ is most concerned with gold in its
literal and metaphorical meanings; we are introduced to a woman dressed in gold,
and to the knight who admires her but is prevented by poverty from approaching
her; he hopes that the outcome of the battle may change this:

Gold on her head, and gold on her feet,
And gold where the hems of her kirtle meet,
And a gold girdle round my sweet -

Ab, qu’elle est belle, la Marguerite!

This is the poem in which gold is most explicitly seen as a currency, a means of
exchange.

The frequent references to “the golden Sigurd” remind the reader of Homeric
epithets; the same is true of the frequent references to “the white-armed Gudrun”
— goddesses and women in Homer are often “white-armed”.

I am aware of the danger of finding a metaphor where none is intended; Morris
may have used “mountain-gold” merely for the sake of the rhythm, although
“river-gold” would have the same rhythmic effect. But it is perhaps worth noting
that he did not choose a descriptive epithet such as “shining gold”, which would
also have fitted the rhythm.

Stephen Sossaman, in ‘William Morris’s “Sigurd the Volsung” and the Pre-
Raphaelite Visual Aesthetic’ (Pre-Raphaelite Review, 1/2, 1978, pp.81-90) draws
attention to this aspect of the constant association of Sigurd with light and
brightness:

“All heroes are presented in an aspect of gold ... most of the evil characters lust
after gold, so that the color becomes the identifying mark of the good and the
objective of the evil people.” (p.89)

This one must suppose to be a metaphor, or perhaps adopted solely for the sake
of the rhyme or the metre, as a golden sword would not actually be much use ~
Odin’s sword, which Sigmund actually uses in battle, is of course made of steel.
Craft is used here in two senses (and see its later use to refer to Grimhild’s craft).
Here, it refers to Regin’s skill as a master-craftsman, and to his cunning nature.
The following lines are also of importance, as they are the most explicit reference
to the potential of gold either for good or evil: '

How that gold was the seed of gold to the wise and the shapers of things,
The hoarders of hidden treasure, and the unseen glory of rings;

But the seed of woe to the world and the foolish wasters of men,

And grief to the generations that die and spring up again.

It is not placed in a specific location (as Wagner locates the gold in the Rhine); but
it is worth observing that there is a scaldic kenning (Kenningar are the elaborate
metaphorical/periphrastic expressions used in Old Norse scaldic verse) for gold
which refers to is as kafsunna (sun of the deep), and even one in which it is called
Rinar sol (Sun of the Rhine). Morris was skilled as a translator of skaldic verse,
and it is inconceivable that he was not aware of these kennings.

10 Matthew 6, 19-21:

Lay not up for yourselves treasure upon earth, where moth and rust doth corrupt,
and where thieves break through and steal;
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But lay up for yourselves treasure in heaven, where neither moth nor rust do
corrupt, and thieves break not through and steal;
For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.

" Odin and Loki had to obtain the gold from Andvari to pay weregild to Reidmar;

Loki had killed Reidmar’s son, Otter.

12 When Sigurd acquired the gold, he loaded it onto the back of his horse Greyfell.
13 When Fafnir acquired the Gold (for which he killed his father Reidmar) he turned

himself into a dragon in order to guard it.

"4 This is based on the episode in Das Nibelungenlied in which Hagen arranges for
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the gold to be thrown in the Rhine, although the motivation is different; he has it
thrown away so as to prevent Kriemhild — Siegfried’s widow in this version — from
using it to gain adherents to her cause.



