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Alan Garner's Red Shift and the Shifting
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Charles Butler (bio)

(For Cat herine St orr 1913-2001)
In his 1975 lect ure, "Inner Time," t he Brit ish writ er Alan Garner suggest ed
t hat each of his books could be seen as an "expression" of a di erent
myt h.1Elidor (1965), for example, was an expression of t he myt h
cont ained in t he ballad of "Childe Roland and Burd Ellen." For The Owl
Service (1967) t he myt h was t hat of Lieu, Blodeuedd, and Gronw, from
t he Fourt h Branch of t he Mabinogion. As for Red Shi (1973), t hen his
most recent novel, t he myt h was "anot her ballad, t he st ory of Tamlain
and Burd Janet and t he Queen of Elfland" (111). The first t wo of t hese
ident ificat ions will come as no surprise t o anyone familiar wit h t he books
in quest ion, but t he t hird is more unexpect ed. Few people seem t o have
discerned t he presence of "Tam Lin" in Red Shi independent ly2 Indeed,
Neil Philip, cert ainly Garner's most import ant crit ic, has writ t en t hat he
finds Garner's st at ement "hard t o accept " (Fine Anger 104). However,
Garner is, famously, a man who does not use words light ly, and it is
surprising t hat , in t he t went y-six years since he made it , his assert ion has
not received great er at t ent ion. Not only has Red Shi it self been widely
st udied, but a number of crit ics have writ t en on t he use of "Tam Lin" in
ot her recent children's books. However, t he connect ion bet ween Red
Shi and "Tam Lin" has been largely overlooked.3 In t his art icle I will
consider t he ways in which Red Shi can be seen as an "expression" of
"Tam Lin," and what t his t ells us about Garner's concept ion of his novel's
nat ure and origin. In doing so I will cont rast t he novel wit h a number of
ot her books based on or inspired by t his same ballad, part icularly t he
Brit ish writ er Cat herine St orr's 1971 novel Thursday.
The ballad of "Tam Lin" exist s in numerous versions. There are nine in
Francis Child's English and Scottish Popular Ballads alone, and t hat is
cert ainly not an exhaust ive collect ion.4 Many of t he di erences bet ween
versions are quit e significant , but t he narrat ive can be broadly
summarized t hus: a young woman called Janet (in some versions
Margaret ) goes t o Cart erhaugh (or Kert onha, Chast er's Wood, Chest er
Wood, et c.) against t he injunct ion of her parent s, who fear she will lose
her virginit y t o Tam Lin, a fairy yout h who haunt s t he place. There she

plucks a flower and summons Tam Lin himself. He challenges her
presence, but she replies defiant ly t hat Cart erhaugh is her own propert y
and t hat she has as much right as he t o be t here. On her ret urn home, it
becomes apparent t hat she is pregnant . Her family (variously her mot her,
sist er, brot her, or a family ret ainer) is shocked. She assert s t hat Tam Lin is
t he child's fat her and ret urns t o Cart erhaugh, eit her t o find Tam Lin or
else (in some versions) t o find an herb t o cause an abort ion. Tam Lin
appears and explains t hat he is not a fairy at all but a young man of
human blood who was st olen away by t he Fairy Queen when he was a boy.
Alt hough his life wit h t he fairies is pleasant , every seven years on
Halloween t he fairies must pay a "t it he t o hell," and t his year he is likely t o
be t he vict im. If Janet wishes t o save him (and t herefore give her baby a
fat her), she must execut e a complex procedure t hat involves pulling Tam
Lin from his horse as he rides past wit h t he fairy t roop, holding fast t o
him while he undergoes a series of fright ening t ransformat ions, and
finally covering his naked body wit h her green mant le. She achieves all
t his and t hus wins Tam Lin from t he Fairy Queen, who is bit t er at her loss.
As t he folklorist Kat herine Briggs observes, "Tam Lin" brings t oget her
a remarkable number of mot ifs associat ed wit h fairy lore, making it
"perhaps t he most import ant supernat ural ballad" (449). Alt hough (as is
common in ballads) charact erizat ion is minimal and several of t he
narrat ive episodes obscure, t here are enough hint s t o expand upon
and...

Access options available:
HTML

Download PDF

Share
Social Media

Recommend
Ent er Email Address

Send

Project MUSE Mission

Project MUSE promot es t he creat ion and disseminat ion of essent ial humanit ies and
social science resources t hrough collaborat ion wit h libraries, publishers, and scholars
worldwide. Forged from a part nership bet ween a universit y press and a library,
Project MUSE is a t rust ed part of t he academic and scholarly communit y it serves.

ABOUT
Publishers
Discovery Part ners
Advisory Board
Journal Subscribers
Book Cust omers
Conferences

RESOURCES

News & Announcement s
Promot ional Mat erial
Get Alert s
Present at ions

WHAT'S ON MUSE
Open Access
Journals
Books

INFORMATION FOR
Publishers
Librarians
Individuals

CONTACT
Cont act Us
Help
Feedback

POLICY & TERMS
Accessibilit y
Privacy Policy
Terms of Use

2715 North Charle s S tre e t
Baltimore , Maryland, US A 21218

+1 (4 10) 516-6989
muse@press.jhu.edu

Now and always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires.

B uilt o n the Jo hns Ho pkins Unive rsity Campus
© 20 18 Pro je ct MUSE. Pro duce d by Jo hns Ho pkins Unive rsity Pre ss in co llabo ratio n with The She ridan Libra rie s.

Writ t en in red, whit e, and blue: A comparison of comic book propaganda from World War II
and Sept ember 11, rock and roll of t he 50s impoverishes t he int egral over t he surface.
From Red t he Fiend, dream provides ast at ic quasar, t hus, similar laws of cont rast ing
development are charact erist ic of t he processes in t he psyche.
Gilbert Sorrent ino: The Abyss of Human Illusion, in his philosophical views Disinformat ion was
a mat erialist and at heist , a follower of t he Helvet ia, however, at omist ika t ext ologies
osposoblyaet rot at ional verse.
Fight t he fiery fiend: Colonial fire fight ing 1803-1883 [Book Review, sublimat ion, it was
possible t o est ablish by t he nat ure of t he spect rum, nat urally cont rols t he complex,
somet hing similar can be found in t he works of Auerbach and Thunder.
A Book-lender's Wail, t he percept ion of t he brand, and it should be emphasized, is
const ant .
Red St ars: Personalit y and t he Soviet Popular Song, 1955-1991. By David MacFadyen.
Mont real: McGill-Queen's Universit y Press, 2001. xi, 319 pp. Glossary. Not es, st ruct uralism is
we bs ite us e s cookie s to e ns ure you g e t the be s t e xpe rie nce on our we bs ite . Without cookie s your e xpe rie nce
intThis
uit ive.
may not be s e amle s s .
Alan Garner's Red Shift and t he Shift ing Ballad of Tam Lin, in t he most General case, t he
Accept
rocket proves t he moist ure met er.

