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Foreword to the first edition

A century on from their original reception the Wessex Novels of Thomas Hardy have entered into the national store of fictional masterpieces and are still eagerly read. Possibly Dickens alone of the great Victorian writers can equal or surpass Hardy’s continuing success, a thought that would have pleased him most deeply. For many of us, though made aware of the unhappy social conditions of life in Hardy’s Dorset, persist in finding colour, humanity and nostalgia present to a degree in the novels that almost excludes the darker emotions. There is still to this day a recognizable Hardy country and it stands fairly free from that more modern rural tragedy that goes by the name of development.

In this most readable, and unexpectedly positive study of Hardy’s prose and verse, Merryn Williams offers a variety of scholarly approaches to her subject to demonstrate the depths of his power to release tragic emotion and universal humanity within the closely studied visual realism. In Part One she provides a firm historical perspective, reminding us that Hardy, for all his apparent isolation, could not escape the pervasive influence of the scientists and agnostics of Victorian England. We are invited to consider especially Charles Darwin, Thomas Huxley, John Stuart Mill and Matthew Arnold. The last-named writer’s key poem, ‘Dover Beach’, quoted on p. 69, seems now to be part of a range stretching all the way to Beeny Cliff in Cornwall (see p. 160), that Cliff without a Name, the setting of one of the most imaginative of all post-Darwinian fantasies, that to be found in Hardy’s Pair of Blue Eyes. […]

Incidentally, one wonders why it is that no art historian seems to have offered the genre paintings of the Pre-Raphaelite period or even the popular engravings for the Victorian drawing-room as unsuspected sources of Hardy’s imagination. He was, after all, much more than a man devoted to a single art. In his diaries and notebooks we are continually aware of his discussions of paintings, architecture, music and even the problems of modern philosophy as discussed in the distinguished periodical, Mind. It seems to me quite possible that these magazine engravings with their almost operatic emotions could to some degree have influenced the drama of some of the stories which he wrote for just such illustration. The one reprinted on p. 105 is one example among the many that have never been reprinted.

Dr Williams continually seeks to dismiss the image of Hardy as a pessimist. There is, of course, no doubt that the tragic novels have their bitterness and bleakness, but we tend to ignore the more optimistic side of his character and writings. Where else can we find better and more delightful images of fields, woods and heaths or a more Franciscan love of the animal creation, devoid of sentimentality, in his period? Because it is the expressed aim of this book to draw attention to the positive aspect of his art I have chosen to quote a brief incident in The Woodlanders, said to have been his own favourite, and one of the Novels of Character and Environment. That last word arouses in us images of the conservationist and the environmentalist. Hardy anticipates us in this tree-planting episode of The Woodlander:


What he [Giles Winterborne] had forgotten was that there were a thousand young fir trees to be planted in a neighbouring spot which had been cleared by the wood-cutters, and that he had arranged to plant them with his own hands. He had a marvellous power of making trees grow. Although he would seem to shovel in the earth quite carelessly there was a sort of sympathy between himself and the fir, oak, or beech that he was operating on; so that the roots took hold of the soil in a few days. He put most of these roots towards the south-west; for he said, in forty years’ time, when some great gale is blowing from that quarter, the trees will require the strongest holdfast on that side to stand against it and not fall.

Maurice Hussey

General Editor



Maurice Hussey died suddenly in June 1991. The Publishers and author would like to pay tribute to his wisdom, inspiration and friendship as Editor of Preface Books. He will be sadly missed.




Preface to the second edition

Since this book was first published, in 1976, Hardy studies have changed drastically. At that time there was no reliable biography and not very much criticism (‘Wanted: Good Hardy Critic’ was the name of a famous article by Philip Larkin). Arnold Kettle pointed out in a lecture of 1966 (the same year as Larkin’s article) that, as with Dickens some time earlier, everyone thought he was a great writer except the highbrows and academics. Hardy had always been enormously popular with the general reader but little serious work was done on him for thirty or forty years after his death.

Now everything is different. There have been two major biographies, by Robert Gittings and Michael Millgate. New books covering almost every aspect of his work come out every year. Novels like Tess which were controversial in their time are set texts in schools and universities, where students have voted him one of their favourites (another literary headline was ‘Hardy Rules OK’). In his birthplace, Dorset, he is a major tourist attraction, and he has reached a whole new non-literary audience by way of the screen. The popular film of Far from the Madding Crowd (1967) was followed by the BBC TV Mayor of Casterbridge (1978, now available on video) and Roman Polanski’s film Tess (1979). There have been many other TV and radio adaptations.

If we have to sum up his appeal in a few words, we may say that he describes an old-fashioned (and therefore ‘quaint’ and ‘picturesque’ world) with a modern sensibility. He is somewhere on the shadow–line between nineteenth– and twentieth–century literature; he was born in the early years of Queen Victoria, in a countryside with no railways or electricity and where many people were illiterate, and he lived to see the first great modern war and the first general strike. The Wessex of the novels has gone, but his attitudes to class divisions and education, to war, to religion, to relations between men and women, to animals and ‘green’ issues, are all likely to strike a chord with today’s readers. He is seen as a man born ahead of his time, ‘one of us’.

‘Women’, ‘class’ – these are words often used as slogans. Hardy is now very popular with feminists, a fact which would have surprised his first wife. However, despite the failure of his first marriage, he always protested publicly against what he called man’s inhumanity to woman. He is less popular with some who think him a snob, on the basis of Gittings’ Young Thomas Hardy (1975) which accused him of concealing his humble origins to make a better impression on middle-class readers. My own view is that he had little choice. We can hardly imagine the rigidity of class divisions in Victorian England; what distinguishes Hardy from thousands of men who painfully climbed out of the class they were born into is that he understood what was going on and used it to write major novels. Change, progress, conservatism, tradition: these are the raw materials of his work.

Reading over this book, several years after it was first written, I felt I had given too much attention to Hardy’s novels (or rather, the Novels of Character and Environment) at the expense of the rest of his work. So I have written a new chapter on the short stories and The Dynasts and greatly expanded the one on the poetry. I have also revised Chapter One to take account of what we now know about Hardy the man.

M.W.




To John with love.

‘But criticism is so easy, and art so hard: criticism so flimsy, and the life-seer’s voice so lasting.’

(Thomas Hardy, writing about William Barnes)




Part OneThe Writer and his Setting





Chronological table

DOI: 10.4324/9781315837550-1





	 
	Hardy’s Life

	Literary and Historical Events






	1840

	Born at Higher Bockhampton, Dorset, 2 June.

	



	1846

	
	
Repeal of Corn Laws.




	1847

	
	Railway to Dorchester.




	1848

		Chartist petition.

‘The Year of Revolutions’.




	1849

	At Isaac Last’s school, Dorchester.

	



	1851

		Great Exhibition.




	1854

		Cholera epidemic in Dorchester.




	1856

	Apprenticed to architect, John Hicks.

	



	1858

	First poems; friendship with Horace Moule.

	



	1859

		Darwin’s Origin of Species.




	1860–1

	Read Greek and helped with church restoration.

	



	1862

	Moved to London to work as assistant architect.

	



	1865

	Planned to train for the Church at Cambridge; gave up plan owing to religious doubts.

	



	1866

		Swinburne’s Poems and Ballads.




	1867

	Returned to Dorchester. Began The Poor Man and the Lady.

	



	1870

	Met Emma Gifford at St Juliot in Cornwall.

	Education Act.

Dickens died.

Franco-Prussian war.




	1871

	Desperate Remedies published.

	



	1872

	Designed schools for London Board.

Under the Greenwood Tree.

	Joseph Arch’s Union.

George Eliot’s Middlemarch.




	1873

	A Pair of Blue Eyes.

Suicide of Horace Moule.

	



	1874

	Far from the Madding Crowd appeared in Cornhill Magazine.

Married Emma Gifford in London; they moved to Surbiton.

	



	1875

	The Hand of Ethelberta.

	



	1876–8

	Lived in Sturminster Newton, Dorset; wrote

The Return of the Native.

	



	1878–80

	At Upper Tooting; The Trumpet-Major.

	



	1880–1

	Wrote A Laodicean during a serious illness.

	George Eliot died.




	1881

	Moved to Wimborne, Dorset.

	



	1882

	Went to Darwin’s funeral.

Two on a Tower.

	



	1883

	Moved permanently to Dorchester; wrote The Dorsetshire Labourer.

	



	1885

	The Mayor of Casterbridge

	



	1886

		William Barnes died.




	1887

	The Woodlanders

	D. H. Lawrence born.




	1888

	Wessex Tales

	



	1891

	Tess of the d’Urbervilles.

	



	1892

	Father died.

	



	1894

	Life’s Little Ironies.

	



	1895

	Jude the Obscure.

	



	1898

	Wessex Poems.

	



	1899

		Boer War began.




	1901

	Poems of the Past and the Present.

	Queen Victoria died.




	1902

		End of Boer War.




	1904

	First part of The Dynasts.

	



	1905

	Honorary degree from Aberdeen University.

	



	1906

	Second part of The Dynasts

	Liberals won general election; Labour Party got 30 seats.




	1908

	Third part of The Dynasts.

	



	1909

	Time’s Laughingstocks. President of Society of Authors.

	Swinburne died.




	1910

	Awarded Order of Merit. First revision of Wessex Novels.

	



	1912

	Emma Hardy died on 27 November.

	



	1913

	Honorary degree from Cambridge University.

	



	1914

	Married Florence Dugdale. Satires of Circumstance.

On war committee of writers.

	Great War began.




	1915

	Sister Mary died.

	



	1916

	Visited German prisoners of war in Dorchester.

	



	1917

	Moments of Vision.

	Russian Revolution.




	1918

		End of war.




	1920

	Honorary degree from Oxford University.

	



	1922

	Late Lyrics and Earlier.

	



	1925

	Human Shows. Honorary degree from Bristol University.

	



	1928

	Died, 11 January. Winter Words published later the same year.

	











1Hardy's life
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Childhood and youth

Thomas Hardy was born on 2nd June 1840, in a small thatched cottage in the hamlet of Higher Bockhampton three miles from Dorchester. It was a picturesque place. There were several quaint-looking houses, with ‘trees, clipped hedges, orchards, white gate-post-balls’ in the avenue of cherry trees which led to the cottage, and behind it stretched the vast expanse of Egdon or Puddletown Heath. The cottage is still standing, and is used as a Hardy museum, but the other houses, the cherry trees and much of the heath have gone.

Fifty years earlier the heath had come up to the door, and bats had flown in and out of the house when the first Thomas Hardy moved in with his wife. This was the novelist’s grandfather. He is said to have used the house for smuggling brandy, a tradition that plays its part in Hardy’s story ‘The Distracted Preacher’. His son, the second Thomas Hardy, was a skilled violinist and a ‘master mason’, self-employed in 1840 but later to expand his business and employ other men. They became a modestly well-off family, but his brother remained an ordinary labourer, and his wife, Jemima Hand, had had a deprived childhood:


By reason of her parent’s bereavement and consequent poverty under the burden of a young family, Jemima saw during girlhood and young womanhood some very stressful experiences of which she could never speak in her maturer years without pain, though she appears to have mollified her troubles by reading every book she could lay hands on.

(The Life of Thomas Hardy, F.E. Hardy, 1962, p. 8)



Her own mother, a prosperous farmer’s daughter, had married a servant, been disinherited and spent the rest of her life in poverty. Class barriers, marriage between classes and the rise and fall of individuals would loom large in the novels of Thomas Hardy.

After moving about Dorset and London working for various families as a cook, Jemima became involved with the young mason and at the end of 1839 found herself pregnant. A marriage was fixed up, and five months later the third Thomas was born. Hardy naturally did not mention these facts, but in ‘A Tragedy of Two Ambitions’ he makes the hero discover that ‘his father had cajoled his mother in their early acquaintance, and had made somewhat tardy amends.… It was the last stroke, and he could not bear it’. As a writer he would show constant sympathy for the illegitimate child.

The mother had a difficult labour, and the baby was thought to be dead at first, but the nurse revived him just in time. There were three more children, Mary, born in 1841 and her brother’s special friend, Henry born in 1851 and Katharine in 1856. None of them married, and there were no Hardys in the next generation.

Hardy often seems to have felt that there was something wrong with his family and that it was doomed to die out. At one time the Hardys had been well known in Dorset; one ancestor had founded Hardye’s Grammar School in Elizabethan times and another had been the Admiral Hardy who was with Nelson when he died. They had owned a good deal of land, but lost it. Hardy noted in 1888, ‘The decline and fall of the Hardys much in evidence hereabout … So we go down, down, down’, and he would discover that the outside world regarded him and his family as peasants. Possibly that is why he brooded over the decline of ancient families in The Woodlanders and Tess of the D’Urbervilles, and created a family marked down by fate and unfit for marriage in Jude the Obscure.

Little Thomas remained a sickly child; for the first few years his parents did not expect him to live and apparently he heard them say so. He was precocious, ‘being able to read almost before he could walk, and to tune the violin when of quite tender years’. The musical talent came from his father, the love of words from his mother. She was, he said, ‘essentially a literary woman – nearly blinded herself by reading’, and she bought him all the books she could afford, for example Dryden’s translation of Virgil, Johnson’s Rasselas and Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. He enjoyed dressing up in a tablecloth and reciting services from the prayer book, and everyone thought that as he was no good at anything else he would have to be a parson. The family went regularly to Stinsford church, which Hardy would immortalize under the name of Mellstock, and this church, where many of his ancestors were buried, was ‘to him the most hallowed spot on earth’:


In this connection he said once – perhaps oftener – that although invidious critics had cast slurs upon him as Nonconformist, Agnostic, Atheist, Infidel, Immoralist, Heretic, Pessimist, or something else equally opprobrious in their eyes, they had never thought of calling him what they might have called him much more plausibly – churchy; not in an intellectual sense, but in so far as instincts and emotions rule. As a child, to be a parson had been his dream; moreover, he had had several clerical relatives who had held livings; while his grandfather, father, uncle, brother, wife, cousin, and two sisters had been musicians in various churches over a period covering altogether more than a hundred years.

Life. p. 376)



Unconscious of religious controversy, he soaked in the atmosphere of this small country church and gradually acquired a deep knowledge of the Bible. At eight he was sent to the village school and learned arithmetic and geography. After a year he seemed much stronger, and his mother, who wanted him to ‘get on’, moved him to Isaac Last’s Academy in Dorchester. He walked the three miles there and back through the country lanes every day.

It was a Nonconformist school but took pupils from all kinds of backgrounds. Isaac Last was ‘an exceptionally able man, and a good teacher of Latin’, and it seems that the boy was lucky to find so good a school in a quiet country town. He became an outstanding pupil, won a Latin prize, and learned advanced mathematics and French. But he shunned the other schoolboys. He ‘loved being alone’, and he was already showing signs of the extreme sensitivity which would plague him later in life. He has recorded that, like his character Jude, he ‘did not wish to grow up … to be a man, or to possess things, but to remain as he was, in the same spot, and to know no more people than he already knew (about half a dozen)’. He also saw things, as a boy, which he remembered for the rest of his life: a frozen bird, a shepherd boy who later starved to death, and two public hangings. One was of a woman who had killed her husband, and it is likely that this was in his mind when he wrote Tess.

He left school in 1856. His parents had been concerned about what to do with him, for although he was obviously highly intelligent it was not normal for one of their background to progress to public school and then one of the ancient universities. But a family friend, John Hicks, an architect who practised in South Street, Dorchester, offered to take the boy into his office, and this was agreed. Even that offended the local parson. According to Michael Millgate’s biography ‘he never forgot … the humiliation of sitting in Stinsford Church at his mother’s side in that early summer of 1856 while the Reverend Mr Shirley preached against the presumption shown by one of Hardy’s class in seeking to rise, through architecture, into the ranks of professional men’ (p. 55).

Hicks was a genial man who encouraged him to go on studying the classics. Hardy would get up at four or five and read Greek or Latin for a few hours before walking to work; he also discussed theology with another of Hicks’s pupils, and he had a remarkably helpful friend who saw that he did not stagnate mentally.

This was Horace Moule, a young man eight years older than himself who had just left Cambridge to become a freelance writer. His father, Henry Moule, the vicar of Fordington, was a devoted clergyman who had saved hundreds of lives when cholera broke out in the Dorchester slums. Horace was a brilliant scholar who had, however, failed to take his degree and suffered from alcoholism and depression. He was very kind to the young Hardy, introduced him to liberal theology and literary criticism, and advised him about his career. He felt compelled to tell the boy to go on with architecture as there was no other obvious way for him to earn a living. Nevertheless, at about the same time, Hardy began to write poetry.

At twenty-one, eager for wider horizons, he ‘started alone for London, to pursue the art and science of architecture on more advanced lines’. An early photograph shows a boyish-looking youth with a carefully cultivated moustache. He found a place with Arthur Bloomfield, in Adelphi Terrace, and stayed there for the next five years. The great city overwhelmed him at first, but he soon got used to it,


knowing every street and alley west of St Paul’s like a born Londoner, which he was often supposed to be; an experience quite ignored by the reviewers of his later books, who, if he only touched on London in his pages, promptly reminded him not to write of a place he was unacquainted with, but to get back to his sheepfolds.

(Life, p. 62)



These were the years which completed his education. During the day he worked conscientiously at architectural drawings, and in his spare time went round the museums and art galleries and read voraciously. He still dreamed of going to Oxford or Cambridge, but this was obviously unrealistic; a later plan was to go to theological college and qualify at a lower level, but he gave up the idea at the age of twenty-five when he realized that he was no longer a Christian. The history of his early hopes is reflected in Jude the Obscure and in a remarkable short story, ‘A Tragedy of Two Ambitions’. In the end he never got any high educational qualification, which he always regretted. Later he would collect four honorary degrees.


His environment cut him off from any tradition of culture that might have instilled into him that critical sense that was not implanted by nature. When he came to maturity, he made a conscientious effort to get over this disability. Hardy was a great self-educator, and his novels are marked by the fruits of his labours … They have the touching pedantry of the self-educated countryman naively pleased with his hardly acquired learning. Indeed, it is the inevitable defect of a spontaneous genius like Hardy’s that it is impervious to education. No amount of painstaking study got him within sight of achieving that intuitive good taste, that instinctive grasp of the laws of literature, which is the native heritage of one bred from childhood in the atmosphere of a high culture.

(David Cecil, Hardy the Novelist, pp. 145–6).



What this means, presumably, is that Hardy did not have the public school and Oxbridge education which the English upper class assumes is the only one worth having. Neither did Lawrence, Dickens, the Brontes, Jane Austen or George Eliot. Nor, among poets, did Blake, Keats, Clare, Wilfred Owen or Shakespeare. (Many people think it would have been impossible for someone who went to the grammar school at Stratford-on-Avon to write Shakespeare’s plays.) This appalling attitude helps to explain why so many Victorian critics patronized Hardy, telling him to write about sheep and cows and to leave philosophy to his betters.

In fact, Hardy was more fortunate in his education than most people. He went to a very good school and had very good teachers outside it; without this background, it is unlikely that he would have found the will-power to go on educating himself in his spare time. He was interested in a very wide range of subjects. He knew classical literature and mathematics as well as the average undergraduate in those days, and more important, by the end of his time in London he thoroughly knew the classics of our own literature –Shakespeare, the King James Bible and the English poets (especially Wordsworth and Shelley) who, until our own century, were never studied in Oxford or Cambridge.

By the time he reached London he was determined to be a poet, but he did not try to get introductions to famous writers, as a more pushy young man would have done. Although he was living near two of the writers he most admired, Browning and Swinburne, he never met them in those days. He once sat next to Dickens in a coffee-shop and he heard John Stuart Mill give an open-air speech. But he did not presume to think that he himself would ever be famous. He wrote a good many poems in the 1860s and sent them to magazines, which invariably sent them back.

In many ways, he was excited by London. He watched from his office windows as Charing Cross Bridge and the Embankment went up, and helped the Midland Railway to carry a cutting through Old St Pancras churchyard, sweeping away many hundreds of tombs. He visited the Great Exhibition of 1862 and the Science Museum, and won two architectural prizes. But a good deal of his time in the capital must have been miserable. He was lonely, although he sometimes saw his friend Moule, and he was deeply shocked by the squalor, vice and human misery in the richest city on earth. As his early religious convictions weakened and died, he began to feel ‘a passion for reforming the world’. One of his early poems, ‘Dream of the City Shopwoman’, expresses the frustration he felt at this time:



O God, that creatures framed to feel

A yearning nature’s strong appeal

Should writhe on this eternal wheel

In rayless grime;






And vainly note, with wan regret,

Each star of early promise set;

Till Death relieves, and they forget

Their one Life’s time!




By 1867 he was beginning to be ill, partly because of the stench of river-mud near his office and partly because he shut himself up every evening to read. His employer told him to go down to the country for a rest, and Hardy thought he might stay there. The business of getting on in the world repelled him, but he left his books and papers in London and went back to Dorchester to spend the summer working for Mr Hicks. His family were shocked by how pale he looked, but after a few weeks in the country he was much better.



Tryphena, Emma and the early novels

It was not until a hundred years later, when a book called Providence and Mr Hardy, by Lois Deacon and Terry Coleman, was published that the world knew anything about Hardy’s love affair with his cousin Tryphena Sparks. The evidence is fragmentary and mostly comes from alleged statements by Tryphena’s daughter, who died a very old woman in 1965. All we know is that when Hardy returned to Dorset he saw a good deal of Tryphena, who had been a child when he left for London and was now sixteen, and that when she died, twenty-three years later, he wrote a poem, ‘Thoughts of Phena’, which called her ‘my lost prize’.

The few surviving photographs of Tryphena show a ‘bright-eyed vivacious girl’ with a ‘pile of dark hair’, like Sue in Jude the Obscure with whom she has been connected. Again like Sue, she was a brilliant girl, who so impressed the education authorities that she was made a headmistress at twenty-one. In 1867 she was a student-teacher at the village school in Puddletown, where her parents lived. She and Hardy are said to have gone for long walks on the heath together and possibly became engaged.

That is probably the whole story. But Deacon and Coleman, having revealed that a relationship with Tryphena did exist, went on to make some lurid suggestions – that she and Hardy had an illegitimate son, that Horace Moule came between them and that they could not marry because they turned out to be too closely related. This caused a sensation in the literary world and for a time it was widely believed; John Fowles in his famous novel The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969) discussed it at some length and concluded that it was true. But the suggestions propounded in Providence and Mr Hardy are now discredited.

Over the next few years the ties between the two cousins were weakened. Tryphena went away to training college in London, got her own school in Plymouth and eventually married someone else. Hardy, meanwhile, was unsure what he wanted to do with his life. He did not feel seriously committed to architecture, but poetry seemed to offer him no future, nor could he get married until he was an established professional man. So, while continuing to work occasionally for Hicks, he began his first novel, The Poor Man and the Lady, by the Poor Man. His experiences of life in Dorset and London had made him a radical, and there are several signs that he had suffered bitterly from being treated as a social inferior. In 1867 the British labour movement was in its infancy, and there were very few people, even in London, who called themselves Socialists. Yet Hardy had written what he himself called a Socialist novel, and in that respect he was a long way ahead of his time. He even depicted what had never yet happened, large gatherings of working men in Trafalgar Square.

He sent the novel to Macmillan in 1868. In later years they would become his main publishers, but while they admired some of The Poor Man and the Lady, they felt it was too uneven to be printed. The publisher told him that ‘your description of country life among working men is admirable’, but he felt the young author was too prejudiced against the upper class:


The utter heartlessness of all the conversation you give in drawing-rooms and ball-rooms about the working-classes, has some ground of truth, I fear, and might justly be scourged as you aim at doing, but your chastisement would fall harmless from its very excess.… Nothing could justify such a wholesale blackening of a class but large and intimate knowledge of it.



He next tried the firm of Chapman and Hall, and was invited to London to meet their reader, the novelist George Meredith. The older man warned him that ‘if he printed so pronounced a thing he would be attacked on all sides by the conventional reviewers, and his future injured’. He suggested that Hardy should put the book aside and write one with a more conventional plot.

The Poor Man and the Lady is now lost, but ten years afterwards Hardy turned it into a long short story, ‘An Indiscretion in the Life of an Heiress’. This cut out some, but not all, of the radical passages, and gives a good idea of the young Hardy’s style. He would write much better things later, but even his first crude attempts at fiction were impressive.

He went back to Dorset (working in Weymouth as an architect) and began to write Desperate Remedies. This was a murder and mystery story, strongly influenced by Wilkie Collins, which he believed to be ‘quite below the level of The Poor Man and the Lady’.There are good bits of writing in it, but it was a bizarre way for Hardy to start his career. He sent it off in March 1870.

In the same month he went down to Cornwall, at his employer’s request, to estimate the cost of repairs to St Juliot Church. The parish, on the north coast, was a very lonely one, and the journey of a hundred miles by road and rail took him all day. In the evening he arrived at the rectory, where he was to stay, and where there lived an elderly clergyman, the Reverend Caddell Holder, his much younger wife, and her sister, Emma Gifford, who was Hardy’s own age, twenty-nine.

The two girls were the daughters of a Plymouth solicitor and their uncle was a canon of Worcester Cathedral, later an archdeacon. Socially her family was far above Hardy’s but their father drank, and had gone bankrupt, so Emma had no wish to live with him. She must have been lonely in this remote place, for she loved meeting people. She received Hardy alone and was interested in him at once:


I was immediately arrested by his familiar appearance, as if I had seen him in a dream – his slightly different accent, his soft voice; also I noticed a blue paper sticking out of his pocket.… I thought him much older than he was. He had a beard, and a rather shabby greatcoat, and had quite a business appearance. Afterwards he seemed younger, and by daylight especially so.… The blue paper proved to be the MS of a poem, and not a plan of the church, he informed me, to my surprise.

(Life, p. 70)



Hardy stayed at St Juliot for four days and when he had finished work Emma showed him the countryside, including the massive Beeny Cliff a few miles away. In later years Hardy always associated that romantic landscape with his love for Emma:


I found her out there

On a slope few see,

That falls westwardly

To the salt-edged air,

Where the ocean breaks

On the purple strand,

And the hurricane shakes

The solid land.



When he went down to St Juliot he may still have been engaged to Tryphena, and he did not marry Emma for another four years. But he was attracted by her vivacity, by what he called her aliveness, although there were differences between them (most obviously, class differences; she took it for granted that she should ride her pony everywhere while he walked). At the time this did not seem important. He went to Cornwall several more times to see her; they wrote to each other and he told her about his hopes of becoming a novelist.

Desperate Remedies was accepted by the firm of Tinsley, on condition that Hardy paid them seventy-five pounds. It was a bold step for a young man with not much money, but he paid it nevertheless, and got most of it back. The novel, which came out anonymously in 1871, sold quite well. But Hardy was bitterly upset by a review in the Spectator which attacked ‘the author’s daring to suppose it possible that an unmarried lady owning an estate could have an illegitimate child’. Horace Moule, who published a kindlier review, told him not to worry. Hardy would find that he needed the encouragement of his friends if he was to go on writing, for he was and remained hyper-sensitive to hostile criticism.

Still, he wanted his next novel to be quite different, and over the next few months, while continuing to design Gothic churches, he prepared a much shorter book, Under the Greenwood Tree. Macmillan were doubtful about taking it, and Hardy very nearly threw the manuscript away. He was so depressed that he wrote to Emma to say he was giving up literature. Some women would have let him do it, for he needed a steady income before they could get married. But Emma believed in his work, and urged him to go on writing.

At first he took no notice and went on working doggedly at architecture. But he was impressed when Moule, too, advised him not to give up. He then bumped into Mr Tinsley, who asked for another novel. Hardy did not respond at first, but finally dug out his manuscript and sent it off without looking at it. Under the Greenwood Tree was published in 1872. It ‘met with a very kindly and gentle reception’, although not many copies were sold. The story was shorter than most Victorian novels and although pleasant to read it was not exciting. He could not risk becoming a professional writer on the strength of such a mild success.

Tinsley then made a proposal which would alter his whole career and dominate his life for the next twenty-odd years. He asked him for another, longer novel which would run for twelve months as a serial in his magazine and then be published in book form. Soon afterwards Leslie Stephen, the editor of the Cornhill Magazine, who had been greatly impressed by Under the Greenwood Tree, made a similar request. Hardy, who was living in London again and drawing designs for the new Board Schools (education had been made compulsory in 1870), thought it over carefully and agreed. It seemed he had a real chance to devote himself to literature and still earn a living.

At this time most established and successful novelists, including some of the greatest of the age, first published their work as a weekly or monthly serial in one of the circulating magazines. These magazines (examples are Dickens’s Household Words and All the Year Round in which several of his own novels first saw the light) had an enormous public because more and more people were learning to read in the second half of the century and they were considerably cheaper than books. After serialization these novels came out in hardback (usually in three volumes) and found their way to the public libraries where they reached another vast group of readers. Quite often the final version was very different from the serial one; Hardy himself made several changes before they came out in book form, as we shall see.

The advantage of this way of publishing novels was that they reached a much wider public than the work of Scott or Jane Austen had done. It also made it possible for an author to live entirely on his work and, if it was popular, to make a fortune. But there were drawbacks. A writer had to produce the sort of novel that his public and his editor wanted. He had to work to a deadline and to see that each instalment was equally interesting and action-packed; if it was not, readers might stop buying the magazine. Even the length was not under his control for he was under great pressure to produce a novel which would fill three volumes. (This led to a good deal of ‘padding’ and unnecessary sub-plots.) He also had to see that his work contained nothing which could conceivably offend anyone. The magazines were designed for family reading, and almost everybody believed that the young girls into whose hands they might fall must be carefully shielded from dangerous knowledge; this led to the famous dictum that an author must never write anything which ‘might bring a blush to a young person’s cheek’. This did not mean working-class girls, like Tess Durbeyfield, who had always had the facts of life forced on them at an early age and in an extremely brutal way, but the daughters of middle-class families, ‘young ladies’, whose education had been satirized by Dickens:


Nothing disagreeable should ever be looked at. Apart from such a habit standing in the way of that graceful equanimity of surface which is so expressive of good breeding, it hardly seems compatible with refinement of mind. A truly refined mind will seem to be ignorant of the existence of anything that is not perfectly proper, placid, and pleasant.

(Little Dorrit, Book 2, Ch. 5)



Later Hardy was to rebel against the ‘young person’s’ tyranny, but in 1872 it never occurred to him that anyone could be offended by his writings, and even if he had known about the possible difficulties he would probably have done the same thing. He was anxious to get married, anxious to give up the architectural work which consumed so much of his time, and although he still valued poetry more highly than any other art he said that his main ambition was to be ‘considered a good hand at a serial’.

He asked his employer for a holiday and went into the country, where he wrote most of A Pair of Blue Eyes. When it began to appear in print he gave notice that he would not be coming back, and his career as an architect stopped. The novel was well received; it was, indeed, the best that Hardy had yet written. It was a love story, set in Cornwall, and the fair-haired heroine, Elfride, was in many ways very like Emma Gifford. Some critics have gone further, and suggested that the young architect, Stephen Smith, who wants to marry her, is a portrait of Hardy himself. Hardy denied this strongly, but it is a fact that this novel, like The Poor Man and the Lady, deals with class and its effect on relationships.
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