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'One sunny morning in the spring of 1878, the steamship Ingrid Linde, the pride of the 

Anglo-Baltic shipping line, vanished in the Baltic Sea.' 'Chris Marshall met the girl he 

was going to kill on a warm night in early June'. 'Lyra and her demon moved through the 

darkening Hall.' 

 

If one of the skills of great storytelling is the ability to engage the reader's interest, it is 

one that Philip Pullman demonstrates here, in the very first sentences of three of his 

novels. Northern Lights’s heroine is dubbed 'Lyra Silvertongue' by Iorek Byrnison for her 

extraordinary gift of fabulation, of producing stories – a capacity shared by other 

Pullman protagonists and their creator, whose imaginative achievements have been 

acclaimed as in a tradition from Homer, through Swift, Dickens and Collins to the best 

storytelling today.  

 

The presence of suspense, danger, and the supernatural in these opening sentences 

attest that it is indeed 'dark materials' from which Pullman constructs 'more worlds' - in 

the words from Milton's Paradise Lost that preface the famous trilogy – but, as one of 

his reviewers judges, Pullman writes 'with utmost respect for and delight in the 

intelligence, humour and imagination' of his readers’, whether those readers are 

children – or used to be. His books never doubt our ability to confront the worst, and the 

best of the ways that human beings can behave towards each other, both in this world, 

and in alternative realities. By doing so, these readers might learn - in the words of The 

Subtle Knife’s Xaphania – something of 'how to be kind instead of cruel, and patient 

instead of hasty, and cheerful instead of surly, and above all how to keep their minds 

open, and free and curious'. 

 

A quality that distinguishes Pullman's novels is what Keats calls 'negative capability' – 

the ability of an artist to enter into the thoughts and feelings of their characters, a 



2 

 

capacity often extended in his work, with the most extraordinary sympathy, towards 

selves poised between childhood and maturity. Pullman writes persistently of the duty of 

care owed by institutions of power towards the individual, especially the young. 

Pullman’s central characters are both strong in the 'three gifts of talent, and courage, 

and luck' (The Firework Maker’s Daughter), yet also vulnerable, and must be looked 

after – which includes being told the truth about the nature of the world they live in. They 

have often had their freedom curtailed by knowledge being forcibly hidden from them; 

orphaned or cast adrift from the bonds that should nurture them, they are parented and 

come to maturity not within the environment of their families but through the 

extraordinary experiences of the stories in which they appear, and the knowledge and 

wisdom they consequently gain.  

 

Pullman's early novels developed from plays he wrote for his pupils while working as a 

schoolteacher draw, and in a talk given at Liverpool University on 'Fairy tales and 

Evidence', he draws on an analogy between the pleasure of storytelling and childhood 

play: 

When we children play at being characters we admire doing things we value, we 

discover in doing so areas and depths of feeling it would be hard to reach 

otherwise. Exhilaration, heroism, despair, resolution, triumph, noble renunciation, 

sacrifice – in acting these out, we experience them in miniature, or, as it were, in 

safety. (…) Now I think that those experiences (…) were an important part of my 

moral education as well as the development of my imagination. By acting out 

stories (…) I was building patterns of behaviour and expectation into my moral 

understanding. I might fall short if ever I was really called on, but at least I’d know 

what was the right thing to do.  

 

Key here is the crucial role played by stories in growing up. Pullman’s work shares a 

number of traits with that of his idol William Blake, such as the imaginative capacity to 

see a ‘world in a grain of sand’, the transcendent, the magical, in the everyday, often in 

the streets of his beloved Oxford.  Pullman also shares with Blake a fascination with the 

complex dynamics between innocence and experience. In Pullman's stories, innocence 



3 

 

is most respected by being told the right kinds of stories, shown alternative ways of 

seeing. Imagination, Xaphania counsels, 'does not [just] mean making things up. It is a 

form of seeing' (The Subtle Knife); and literature, especially of the fantastic, is often 

wiser than the world it speaks to. 

 

In Northern Lights, the librarian asks 'why should a distant theological riddle interest a 

healthy thoughtless child?' 'Because,' comes the reply 'of what she must experience.' 

Because of what every child (and adult) must experience in life, we read about 

armoured bears, cowboy aëronauts, witches, and rebellious angels - about the Turing 

Test, and theological riddles - about Victorian slums and opium dens, about spectral 

hunters, a talking scarecrow and a boy who used to be a rat, – and about innocence 

and experience, love and death, good and evil. Fantasy is not, in Pullman's fictional 

universe, an escape from the world, but a journey into a better and a wider sense of its 

possibilities. 

 

In The Subtle Knife, John Parry warns his son Will that 'every little increase in human 

freedom has been fought over ferociously between those who want us to know more 

and be wiser and stronger, and those who want us to obey and be humble and submit.' 

Pullman's own desire for the increase in human freedom that is brought about by free 

access to knowledge is shown by his championing of literature, his theatre writings, his 

support for the education and the writing of the young, his crusade against the closure 

of public libraries, his arguing for human rights. Philip Pullman, creator of magical 

worlds that speak to our own, is one of the authors most beloved by readers in Durham 

University, in Great Britain, and across the world.  

 

Chancellor, I present Philip Pullman to receive the degree of Doctor of Letters, honoris 

causa.  
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