








and growth. After her unhappy experience of love for Arthur (unhappy because
he is already betrothed to Atra), Birdalone flees from him. After some wandering,
the re-discovery of her long lost mother and earning her living as a craftswoman,
Birdalone determines to return to Evilshaw by the Sendillg Boat. This is a return
to the origins of her conscious life and earliest remembered experiences. Returning
as naked as she had left, she 'escapes drowning only thanks to the timely
intervention of the wood wife Habundia.

This experience of nearly drowning is perhaps an objective correlative for her
beloved Arthur's state of mind. Arthur himself has been overwhelmed by his
unconscious and has descended into madness. This may imply some equivalent
crisis of consciousness in Birdalone after her long absence from her early home
and her loved one. However, unlike Arthur she is not overwhelmed by her
unconsious (symbolised by the waters which nearly drown her) and unlike him
she does not become more beast than human.

On her return, Birdalone discovers that the wicked witch has just died. At the
same instant, the Sending Boat, designed to pursue the witch's evil purposes has
disintegrated. The reign of the evil witch and the blood-driven Sending Boat have
ended simultaneously. Birdalone even sees a serpent come from under the stern.
Since the Garden of Eden, the serpent has been a symbol of temptation and evil
and this is an image of both the witch and the Sending Boat. The waters of the
isles, however, remain dangerous and when Hugh wishes to go and collect his
belongings, Habundia tells him not to go by water, for: 'that way lie many traps
and wiles and many perils' (p. 277). Like Ralph and Ursula, the ladies and surviving
knights finally call a halt to their wanderings. All of them return to settle in
Birdalone's original home town of Utterhay. Here they will live and teach others
how to live by enacting the values they have learned on their travels.

In The Sundering Flood the water forms a barrier separating the hero and
heroine. It is a vast, flowing river, about which we are told: 'none has been so
bold as to strive to cast a bridge across it' (p. 4).4 At the end of the novel the
Carline tells of 'a great river which none might cross either by bridge or ford or
ferry' (pp. 291-292). The Carline also tells of the youth and maiden who loved
each other but might never touch 'because betwixt these two was a river such as
few upon earth, unbridgeable, unfordable, unferryable' (pp. 291- 292). Elfhild and
Osberne are only too aware of the water which separates them. Elfhild says to
Osberne: 'And look, heed it, which sunders us, this mighty Flood, which hath been
from the beginning and shall be to the end' (p. 55). The mysterious Steelhead is
informed by Osberne that the young man thinks he could swim across the river.
Steelhead replies: 'no race of folk who have dwelt in the Dale from the beginning
of the World have ever won across the Sundering Flood' (p. 77).

It is suggested that Osberne and Elfhild must leave the security of their homes
if they are ever to meet bodily. Although Osberne has already slain the bullying
Hardcastle (and been compared to the Biblical David in his fight against a Goliath
figure), it is likely that he must undergo some further rites of passage before he
can reach maturity as a man and as a lover. His own original world is too narrow
for him to develop his full potential in it. Although Elfhild's adventures during
their five-year separation are dealt with in less detail, she too must go on a journey
of self-discovery.
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Steelhead has informed the young Osberne: 'when thou mayst seek thou to the
side of the Sundering Flood, for meseemeth that there lieth thy weird' (p. 37).
Osberne has already recognised 'that the folk thereof shall come into my life some
day' (p. 29). Elfhild is living with a wise Carline who told her that she and Osberne
'shall meet body to body one day' (p. 104). Osberne, grown into a young man,
longs to consummate his love for Elfhild. He considers leaving home to seek a way
of crossing the Sundering Flood. He is finally driven into action when Elfhild
disappears after a raid by the Red Skimmers. Steelhead, informed of Osberne's
resolve to find Elfhild, reminds him: 'Call to mind what thou thyself saidst to
Elfhild, that the only way to bridge the Sundering Flood is for one of you, or both,
to wander wide in the world' (pp. 196-197). Their exposure to a wider world
allows both Osberne and Elfhild to test their love for each other, which originally
developed in their childhood, and to test its durability in an adult environment.
Osberne becomes a tried and trusty warrior of great renown, but never forgets to
pursue his enquiries about Elfhild. After five years of separation he has, in his own
words, grown 'bitter and surly' (p. 272). Although he has won professional fame,
his disappointment in his love quest makes him feel as if he has 'been overthrown
and thwarted' (p. 273). He decides to make one last desperate effort to find Elfhild.

Many Victorian heroines fall into physical or mental decline when they reach
an emotional impasse in their lives; in his late prose romances Morris turns this
upside down, for this is the fate of his heroes. The Black Squire, Arthur, succumbes
to mental illness in The Water of the Wondrous Isles and Osberne, after being
attacked by the pool, falls into a long sickness, of which we are told: 'And he
would have mended speedier, but he was sick at heart that his sudden hope had
so failed him, and said within himself that now all hope was gone' (p. 280). While
still convalescent the Carline leads him to Elfhild and he makes a complete recovery.

It seems fitting that after all their trials and their five-year separation - the same
period which separated Birdalone and Arthur - Elfhild and Osberne should be
reunited. Like the other heroes and heroines of the late prose romances, they return
to Osberne's place of origin by the Sundering Flood. Now they have proved their
love and tested their endurance in the world, they must return tb the original
community and use their hard won knowledge for the benefit of its inhabitants.
This is least clear in The Sundering Flood of the three novels discussed, because it
remained unfinished at Morris's death.

From the survey of these three late prose romances it can be seen that water and
journeys to, through, or over it, figure prominently. Morris himself loved being
close to water and in The Earthly Paradise made his travellers cross the sea in
pursuit of eternal life. Their quest fails, but the romances end in fulfilment. There
is the suggestion in the late prose romances that the journeys undertaken by the
young heroes and heroines are metaphors for the voyage into the self and
self-discovery. Water is a symbol of life and as such is a positive benefit and pleasure
(think how often the heroes and heroines of these novels enjoy a rejuvenating bathe
in pond, stream or river). But water is also a destructive element; as well as bringing
life, it destroys. Hence the evil witch's enchantment of water in The Water of the
Wondrous Isles. Also several murders or attempted murders occur when characters
are relaxing in or by water. The Black Knight, Sir Thomas of Estridge, is slain by
water; the Lady of Abundance is slain while Ralph is bathing in a nearby stream;
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and Osberne is nearly killed when he is drinking from a pool. Ultimately, then,
for Morris, water is both a positive and a negative, a life-saver as well as a life
taker.

NOTES

1 Fiona MacCarthy, William Morris: A Life for Our Time, (London: Faber &
Faber 1994), p. 14.

2 All references are to The Well at the World's End, (Stroud: Alan Sutton 1996),
(intro.) Nicholas Salmon.

3 All references are to The Water of the Wondrous Isles, intro. Norman Talbot,
(Bristol: Thoemmes Press 1994).

4 All references to the Longmans Green and Co. edition of The Sundering Flood.
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