












might gainsay him. '... in this land no man hath a lack which he may not
satisfy without taking aught from any ochee. 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' (pp. 260-1).

Morris was proof against such public declarations of universal benevolence,
whether from Empress, Prime Minister or Archbishop. The King was lying not
only to Hallblithe but also to his own subjects, though they are mostly too
tranquillised to realise. Women (especially) obviously conceive many desires about
Hallblithe that the King will not and cannot fulfil. The Sea-eagle, who is specifically
addressed here, ardently longs to help Hallblithe escape, yet is frustrated by the
King's rules.

The peaceful life of the king's subjects on the Plain is a little like the
country-house life of the aristocracy in Morris's England.9 All arc welcome to be
as benevolent as they wish, but they never see the far-off rapine and slaughter of
the Ravagers who are the other face of their ruler's power, keeping their shore safe
from invasion and their prosperity intact. Few aristocrats saw the actual life of the
poor in Britain, and even fewer the lives of that country's serfs in the far-flung
colonies. Those that saw were mostly those de-sensitised by training, much as were
the dwellers on the Plain. It is of course possible for Realistic Fiction to contain
such fabulist elements, but to that extent it is closer to fantasy.

Fantasy is characterised by a basically comic structure. That is, it is shaped
towards a closure that satisfies the story's energies, and achieves the potential of
major characters and situations. The closure offers marriages, reconciliations,
self-acceptance or similar regenerative events, usually avoiding too idealistic a view
of humanity. Hallblithe's people have their limitations, but he loves them, and love
conquers all. Punishment of folly, vice, or even evil is casual, unserious. Plain is
typical. The Undying King's most mobile subjects, the Ravagers, have defied him;
Puny Fox, the viking most likely (as a talented member of the Sea-eagle's house)
to have benefitted from his patronage, has preferred to be adopted into Hallblithe's
mortal tribe. However, the King's active rule, on the Plain, is unshaken, his subjects
there still adore him, and his daughter is over her infatuation. He is surely too
proud to grieve much at being cut off from mortal humanity.

In our life, a <happy ending' depends on where the narration stops (at the
honeymoon or the dementia ward, so to speak). The intelligentsia of the Serious
Novel persuasion prefer tragic endings, where the central characters are cast down,
but their stories, and especially their egos, are privileged above the social and
natural worlds around them. The fantasy structure restores its heroes to a happy
ending within the social and natural worlds, while acknowledging that in nature
all mortals, like all the proud little culture of Cleveland, must go the way of the
Hostage's finger-gold-ring:

'I put it fur thee one autumntide in the snake's hole by the river, amidst the
roots of an old thorn-tree, that the snake might brood it, and make the gold
greaterj but when the winter was over and we came to look for it, lo! there was
neither ring, nor snake, nor thorn-tree: for the flood had washed it all away'
(p.316).
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Nature and mortality are like that, but the ring is worth far more in its narrative
function, guaranteeing the identity and muruallove of Hallblithe and the Hostage,
than ever it could have been as mere gold. The children had believed in a
superstition, but their belief served them better than mere fact: a bond is better
than a bank.

Fantasy is like that too, more natural and less deceptive than any story
masquerading as history could be. Morris's Plain is a beautiful, richly-crahed tale,
both celebrating and brilliantly subverting aspects of folk tradition, as well as our
dreams of escape from death, and of finding and heroically rescuing our One True
Love. The story's secondary world corresponds to the structure of our imagination,
not the surface of our life, and to enjoy it is analogous to a direct experience of
the primary world, 'a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in
the infinite I AM'.S Morris would not have referred to God, but he would have
understood Coleridge very well, knowing how 'natural' the story-telling drive is.

The apparent familiarity or lifelikeness of the worlds presented by Realistic
Fiction is, Marxists have argued, an illusion produced by bourgeois ideology. We
need art's strangeness, a glimpse from an angle that makes our world unfamiliar,
to cut through this illusion of stasis. Coleridge too said that the secondary
imagination destroys illusion because 'It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to
re-create ... It is essentially vital', but he thought of the staleness of habit and the
troughs of human temperament as the causes that the world goes dead for us. 'Joy'
was the agent of recovery for him.

Morris, both radical socialist and romantic imagination, offered his readers not
only beauty but the rejuvenation of their sense of wonder, and wonder is a principle
that combines strangeness with joy. 'The sense of wonder' is the watchword of
modern secondary world fantasy, and Morris's astonishing achievement is the
beginning of this, arguably the twentieth century's most important new movement
in fiction.

NOTES

1 The Journal of the William Morris Society, XII, 4 (Spring 1998), pp. 15-20.
2 Since the Journal has a largely British readership, the example from the UK may

suffice to summarise this emphatic psephographical unanimity. All surveys took
place during 1997; the survey of British readers1.lip was undertaken by
Watersrone's book chain in conjunction with TV's Channel 4. Each voter was
asked to name the five 'greatest books of this century', and from well over
25,000 responses a lisr of the rap 100 books was compiled. All the British rap
ten had in common their radical anti-organisational drive, if little else. Two
smaller British surveys, conducted in response to this by the Folio Society and
SFX. the science fiction media magazine, both confirmed Tolkien's pre-eminence,
as did similar responsive surveys in other English-speaking countries where
roughly parallel polls had been conducted.

3 The term comes from Tolkien's essay 'On Fairy-Stories', Tree and Leaf, (London:
Unwin Hyman 1988), pp. 9-73.
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4 This article uses thc tcrm 'Fantasy' of such fictions. Morris would have been
furious that 'Romance' has been captured by a quite different and highly
formulaic genre of love-stories. I realise that 'Realistic' begs many questions,
but this is not the place to discuss them; please regafd its use here as unironic.
However, there seems no way to refer to the 'Art Novel' or 'Serious Novel'
which excludes irony.

5 Take The Water of the Wondrous Isles, of which Morris was writing out a Fair
Copy for the printers on his deathbed. In the British Library's Manuscript Room,
as volume XXX of the May Morris bequest, is held a complete draft MS, 438
pages long (No. 45,322), beside the Fait Copy, 201 pages (No. 45,323), with
over 1200 verbal and narrative changes, which takes us to page 174 of the 387
page text we think of as the book. There are also two earlier abandoned MSS,
one in verse and one, the earliest, The Widow's House by the Great Water,
markedly different.

6 I use this term to indicate the ostranenie, or defamiliarisation of the material,
of Shklovsky, as opposed to the Verfremdungseffekt, or alienation of the
audience, of Brech!.

7 Page references arc to volume XIV of the Collected Works, which are identical
with those of my rccent edition, The Story Df the Glittering Plain and Child
ChristDper, volume 9 of the William Morris Library, (Bristol: Thoemmes Press
1996).

8 Vladimir Propp (translared by Laurenee SCOtt), The Morphology of the Folktale,
(Austin: University of Texas Press 1968).

9 They may well have influenced rhe Eloi of H. G. Wells's The Time Machine
(1895). Wells admired Morris, and certainly saw the 1891 edition of Plain, the
first Kelmscott Press book ever. Wells had the sort of mind that would have
compared the citizens of Nowhere in their epoch of rest, presented without much
irony, to the subjects of the Undying King.

10 S. T. Coleridge, (George Watson ed.), Biographia Literaria, (London: Everyman
1975), p. 167, uses these words of the 'primary imagination', the way we
experience the world of nature when fully responsive. He calls the writer's
work secondary imagination, 'an echo ... identical with the primary in ...
kind .. .'
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