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SCOPE AND CONTENTS: In this thesis, I attemnt to examine the function 

of the minor rustic characters in four of the major novels of Thomas 

Hardy. The four novels are, Far from the Madding Crowd, The ~·'layor of 

Casterbridge, Tess of the d1lJrbervilles and Jude the Ohscure. 

The purnose of this examination is to show to ,~hat extent the 

minor rustics heln to reveal the theme of marriage, chastity, the double 

standard and sexual freedoJ'TI. They do this either by furthering, or by 

not in~luencing, the plot; through the delineation of the characters of 

the protagonists; by their contribution to the humour, comic relief, 

and the chorus of the novels; and finally, hy their rural values. 
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I N T ROD U C T ION 

In this thesis I wish to examine the function of the minor rustic 

characters in four of the JIlaj or novels of Tho111as Hardy: Far fro.m the 

Madding Crow~, The "'layor of Casterbridge, Tess of the d'lIrhervilles, and 

Jude the Obscure. The minor rustic characters
l 

can be identified hy 

their general functions in the novels (especially in relation "to the 

theme with IlJhich this thesis is concerned), their rural occupation, 

their class, their peculiar humour, their speech and more significantly 

their values. Each group of JIlinor rustics is different and each has a 

peculiar function, in each novel. For examnle, the 111inor rustics in 

Far from the 'cladding Crowd probably represent human nature at its most 

felici tOllS, ahd a society which has attained harmony hetllJeen one 111an 

and another based on a r~spect for each individual's hU111anity, and harmony 

betlveen JIlan and his physical environment, nature. Like the Branglvens, in 

D. H. Lawrence's novel, TJ:.e Rainhow, the winor rustics in Far from the 

Madding Crowd get their living from the land, that is, from farming. 

In The ~layor of Casterbridge and in ~Tl1de the Ohscure, the minor rustics 

reveal the less attractive aspects of human nature. In these two novels, 

the minor rustics represent a society that tends to impose its values'on 

the individual. The protagonists in these tlVO novels, Lucetta, Sue, Jude, 

lThere are P1ajor rustics like Gabriel Oak and Giles Winterbourne. 
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and to a lesser extent, Henchard, represent the individual who is trying 

to grasp personal happiness and to fulfil a personal dream. More' 

particularly i.n The Mayor of Casterhridge, but also in ,Tude the Ohscur~, 

the minor rustics represent the ignorance, the malice, the cruelty, the 

injustice, the irresponsihility and the insensitivity of the puhlic at 

large. In Tess of the d' Url)erville~, the minor rustics prohah1y represent 

a society of men and women who are not inherentlY evil, hut who have 

their share of human frailty and weakness. In this novel, more than in 

any of the other three, OMan seems almost a pitiable figure who prohably 

cannot help hiMself. 

However, this thesis is not concerned primarily with the rich 

diversity of each group of Minor rustics in each of the four novels; hut 

\'lith their function in developing the theme \'lith which this work is 

concerned. The theme \'lhich is dealt with in this thesis has four aspects: 

marriage, chastity, the double standard, and sexual freedon. The minor 

rustics are an integral part of Hardy's development of the theme because 

Hardy wishes to present the reader with three different standards of 

values in relation to this theme, so that the reader is compelled to 

use his own judgment. The protagonists can be said to act out their 

part at the front of the stage, l~hi1e the J1linor rustics form a setting 

in that they live their lives and play their part at the back of the stage. 

In this way, Hardy juxtaYlOses rural values with conventional Victorian 

middle-class values, and with the more modern hllJ1lanitarian and romantic 

values based on scepticism of accented Christian ethics •. The minor 
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rustics are also integral to the development of the theme because they 

represent the Norkfolk. This is important because conventional 

Victorian ideas on man-iage, chastity and the double standard are based 

·on class distinction, and also because Hardy wishes to arouse the social 

consciousness of the reader by presenting the. working-classes, that is 

the Ininor rustics, as human beings in their own right. This is especially 

true of the minor rustics in Far from the Madding Crowd and in Tess of the 

d'Urbervilles, in which the double standard and the concept of chastity, 

as constituting technical virginity, are questioned and their basis on 

class distinction exposed. 

The minor rustic characters in the four novels under consideration 

are an integral part of the development of the theme by their very 

existence, as well as by their various technical functions. The minor 

rustics help to develop the theme in their relation to the plot: this 

is don6 in a positive as well as in a negative manner. Either they 

develop the theNe by furthering the plot, or, very significantly, they 

help to develOp the theme by not influencing the direc.tion of the plot. 

The part they play in develol)ing the theme by delineating the characters 

of the protagonists is also hoth positive as well as negative, in that 

they help to delineate character either by their relationship and knm'lledge 

of the protagonists, or, interesti.ngly enough, thev reveal the character 

of a protagonist when the protagonist does npt identify himself \<]i th the 

minor rustics, so that the minor rustics knO\</ little of him, or have a 

sunerficial relationship "lith him. Two such cases spring to mind, Troy and 



Lucetta. But whereas IIardy uses the minor rustics to treat Troy un

sympathetically on the ,,,hole, 2 he uses theJl1 quite differently in The 
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Mayor of Casterhridge, to show his sympathetic ,treatment of Lucetta and 

,the rOJl1antic notion of the individual's right to pursue his mm happiness, 

even at the cost of flaunting social conventions. 

The minor rustics help to develop the theJl1e to some extent hy 

their contril)ution to }mtl1our and irony, the comic relief and the chorus in 

the novels. Finally, but Jl10st important, the minor rustics are an inte'gral 

part of Hardy's technique in developing the theme by providing their 

rural values and their own attitudes on the concepts of Jl1arriage, chastity, 

and sexual freedom, while the double standard is significantly non-existent 

aJllongst them. 

2Troy is a flat character who CaPles alive and gains dill1ension, 
hriefly, when he speaks of his love for Fanny after her death. Hardy's 
own vimvs on the need for the dissoluhility of Jl1arriage when it hecomes 
a hurden to one party, and the genuine love that can exist outside of 
the institutiorr of marriage, would seem to come through in his treatment 
of Troy in this particular example. 



CHAPTER I 

THE t·IINOR RUSTICS IN l~ELATION TO PLOT 

In each of these four novels of Thomas Hardy's, that is Far fro~ 

the ~·Iadding Crm.,rd, The 1'layor, Tess and Jude, th~ plot tends to focus 

attention on four aspects of the themes which are interrelated, namely, 

the douhle standard, the concepts of chastity and marriage, and the 

question of sexual freedom, especially as it is possible to discern in 

the plot a pattern of crisis followed by a violent cliP1ax~ so that the 

reader is often shocked into an emotional re5110nse that Tilay not alNays 

coincide with the reaction exnected from conventional middle-class 

Victorian morality. The minor rustic characters nlay their part in 

bringing about these t",o focal noints in the plot, that is, crisis and 

violent climax, but interestingly enough, the role they play may quite 

often be a negative one. The effect of this negative role is as significant 

as is their function in furthering the ~)lot hy active intervention, as in 

the case of the skimmington .. ride in The ~1ayor. This negative role is 

important because Nhen they make a futile attemnt to influence the course 

of events, or ",hen they wi thdrmv into the hackground of the action and 

T11erel), comment on the main action, the effect is to ep,1phasise the status 

of the nrotagonist, "'ho wonld seem to follO\\' the path of his destiny 

\I!ith an1)arently no hindrance by lesser mortals, as represented by the 

5 
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rustics. However, this l seeming sense of doom, the feeling apparently 

conveyed that Plan is a small helpless creature unahle to escape the path 

laid down for him hy an all-powerful and possihly irresponsible god, is 

misleading. To the extent to \IIhich the flinor rustic characters do not 

manage to influence the course of the plot and hence the events in the 

lives of the protagonists, to that extent it is each individual \IIho is 

in control to a remarkable extent, in these novels, of his o\lln destiny. 

And what really influences events in his life is seen to he the consequences 

of his own actions \IIhich, in turn, are the result of his own character. 

- Hence the relevance of Hardy's statement in The ~layor: "Character is Fate. ,,2 

In Far fraN the :ladding Crowd, The ~.1ayor of Casterhridi;e, and Tess 

of the d'11rh0.rville2' hnt not ,Tude the Oh~, the natteTn at- crisis 

followed hy a violent cliNax also reflects one aspect of the theme,tilat of 

premarital chastity, with its corollary, the douhle standard. But in the 

first of these four novels, one finds that Hardy contrives the plot in order 

to avert a direct confrontation "lith the question of the douhle standard 

. l' hOI dO ° ° 3 WItl Its .asls on c ass lstlnctlon • !~rdy also avoids the prohlems of 
• > 

an indissoluhle marriage hond, juxtaposed ",i th a relationship het,,,een 

lovers that is hased on mutual love and 111ay therefore he more J11eaningt-ul 

to the parties concerned. It will he seen that the minor rustic characters 

1 Thomas, Hardy, FaJ;' from the ~"laddin8 CroHd, ~~C\" York: Hacmillan 
. 1968, nr. 408-419. 

2 Thomas Hardy, The Hayor of r.asterhrid.rrc:, New York; ~lacJl1illan, 

1965, p. 117. 

3This Hill he discussed at zreater length in Chanter IV. 
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playa part in influencing the COllrse of events. They may do this oh-

vionsly hy direct intervention; they may do it less ohviously but 'very 

importantly hy.not intervening. 

The crisis in the nlot 0:F Par from the ~'!adding Crowd occurs when 

Bathsheha learns that her hushand Troy has had an affair with her former 

maid-seTvant, Fanny, who apparently died soon after the birth of their 

child, "'ho is, significantly, in the same co:Ffin'",Hh her. The minor 

rustic characters provide the occasion for the discovery of Troy's secret, 

but Bathsheba's own actions result in the actual discovery. She confirms 

her suspicions as a result of her curiosity and what may he admitted to 

he a kind of desperate courage in opening the coffin in order t.o find out 

the truth. It is also her false sentimentality (a contrast to the more 

healthy realism and philosophical attitude to death revealed hy Coggan 

and his company at the Buck's I!ead 1nn1 \"lhich 1l1akes her decide that "It 

is unkind and unchristian to leave the poor thing in a coach-house all 

night llS in snite o:F Oak's advice to the contrary. So much for Bathsheba's 

m'll1 'responsihili tv. nak ruhhed out the chalk-written words "and chi ld" 

from the coffin hut it must be stressed that it is the rustic . .105enh 

Poorgrass who delayed at the Ruck's Head Inn so that hy the time Oak found 

him and the co:F:Fin finally reached Neatherhury, it was too late to bury 

the corpse (since the coffin "'as a~sumed to contain only Fanny's cornse) 

that evening. An exnlicit comment on the seriolls consequences o.f this 

4 lIardy, Far fr011'\ the \laddin.~ Crow(l, n. 317. This attitude can h~ 
cOlT\pared to that of the gravedigger in Hamlet. 

5Ihid ., p. 3?'3~ 



delay is made hy Hardy: 

Oak imagined a terrible discovery result
ing from this afternoon's \\fork that I'light 
cast over nathsheha's life a shade which 
the interposition of many lapsing years 
might hut in(1ifferentl~' lighten, and 
which ngthing at all might altogether 
reJ11ove. 

This event in the plot, Bathsheha's discovery of her hushands affair 
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with Fanny before her I'larriage, is made more relevant to the theme in that 

Bathsheha is ahle to confirm that the lock of hair that her husl)and 

carried definitely helonged to Panny, and this mental infidelity is made 

more blatant hy Troy's actions after her death (not to mention his sneak

ing to her hy the roadside). First' of all he kisses Fanny7 and tells 

Bathsheha to her face that this woman J11eans more to hiTll than she does: 

6Ihid • , :n. 

7 Ibid., ]1. 

'This woman is more to m,e, dead as-;he is. 
than ever YOll Nere, or are, or can he. If 
Satan had not termted me ''lith that face of 
yonrs, and those cursed coquetries, I should 
have married her. I never had another 
thought till you caJ11e in my \vay. Would to 
god that I had; hut it is all too late! I 
deserve to live in torment for this!' 

He turned to Fanny then. 'But never, mind, 
my darling,' he said: 'in the sight of 
heaven you are my very, very \Vife!' 

324. 

333. 



And he goes on, 

'You are nothing to me - nothin, 'said 
Troy, heartlessly. A ceremony hefore 
a priest does not make a marriage. I 
am' not morally yours. ,8 

There are t\'/o themes touched upon hut develoIled more fully in the other 

three novels. First, the whole question of love versus marriage. Should 

a marriage be dissoluble-when it becomes a btirden to one of the parties? 

Secondly, an extension of this idea, that a relationship between a man 

and a woman I',ho are not married to each other may be Jl10re meaningful to 

the t\VO parties concerned than one between two neonle \'/ho· are married 

but "'ho do not love each other. -There· is of course nothing new in this 

idea: marriage ideally creates a \'lOrkable hasis on \-,hich an enduring 

relationship may grow, hut it is naive to assume that· the corollary may not 

also be true. 

Hardy contrives the plot in such a way that he shelves the problem 

of whether or not Bathsheba and Troy shonlcl continue living together as 

man and wi-fe after they have realised that theTe is no longer love, and 

what is more important, PlUtual respect, hy the rather weak expedient of 

making it appear that Troy has d;~wned.9 It is worth mentioning here 

h D h 1 h d 11 h I" 1 h 1 h d' 1 110 t at nat S 1e a oes not Tea y e leve t.1at er lUS an lS neac since 

8Ihid ., PIl. 334-335. 

9Hardy, Far from the }laddin~ CrOl"d, p. 361. But it is worth 
noting that Bathsheha believed that "She helonged to him: the certainties 
of that position were so well defined, and the reasonahle prohabilities 
of its issue so bounded, that she could not speculate on contingencies." 

lOIhid., Pp. 362-363. 
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there is little evidence of his actual drmming. 11 . Bold",ood may he 

assumed to- he too eJ11otionally involved with Bathsheba to vie,,,, the .case 

dispassionately, as his l'tHlciing into Lirldy's answers to his questlons 

1 1 h h Id . l' 12 . exact y '" lat e ,'!ants to ea.r won seeJ11 to 1ne lcate. It is some-

what surprising that Oak is not J110re sce!1tical of the news of Troy's 

drowning. Rut "That is significant is that the maj ori ty of the peo]1le 

on Weatherhury FarHl, as represented hy the Elinor rustic characters, seem 

inclinedto accent the ne,vs as a fact quite uncritically. To some extent 

at least, this is exel'lpli fied hy Liddy's persuading Bathsheha that she 

should 'veal' lllOurning - a concrete expression of acceptance - even though 

Bathsheba has her douhts. 13 In thecircUJ11stances, perlmns Bathsheha 

would be fighting a losing hattIe, hut for a \'loman of her strong w~l1 

and indellenclence as well as in her position as mistress of Weatherbury 

Farm, it is disappointing that she is inclined to be rather easily in-

fluenced on J11atters ot: iJ11portance to her life. 

If the minor rustic characters heln, at this stage, to shelve a 

development of the questions of an indissoluhle marriage bond versus a 

relationship between lovers, hv their willingness to accept the news that 

Troy has died of drowning, it is they who heIr> Troy to return to Weather-

hury and hence to ma],e the denouement, the violent clil1lax, possihle. ' 

llIh'd __ 1_ •. , pp. 364-:S65. 

12n . d ....2:.:..... , p. 371. 

13 364. Ibid. 1 p. 
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The minor rustic characters help to further the plot in this case mainly 

by their ineffectual attemnts to do something positive. First of'all, 

it is PennYiVis~ who recognises Troy at Casterbridge in the role of Turnin. 

He tries to inform Bathsheha, first verbally and then in writing, but 

wi tholl'C success. 14 'Then Troy snatches the note away from Bathsheba, and 

close physical proxirli ty revives his passion for. her, in one of the 

sensational contrivances which tend to mar !Iardy" s story-telling. That 

it is Bathsheba's pride that prevents her from getting the ne\\'s from 

Pennywise is best reveal-ed in his own words to Troy: 

'Oh, she took no great heed of me, ye 
J1lay well fancy; but she looked well 
enough, far's I know. Just flasherl her 
haughty eyes HPon. my poor scram horly, 
and then let the]1l go past me to what 
was yond, much as thou~h I'd been no 

, , _ t, 15 
more than a leafless tree. 

16 Pennywise makes a significant assessment of Bathsheha's character, and 

the minor rustic characters often reveal the extent to which the protagonists 

are -resnonsible f'or "'hat befalls them. Hence, the very inaction and seeming-

ly ineffectual atteJ1lpts of the minor rustics to rlirect the plot are of 

great iJ1lportance in revealing that the plot develops f'rom character, and 

so the develoflTllent of both plot as well as character help in turn to 

focus attention on the theJ1le. 

l4 Ibid ., n. 386. 

15 _ I-Iardy, Far f'roJ1l the ~'ladding r:rowd, p. 402. 

l6This will he discussed more fully in the next chapter. 
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The direct result of the failure of Pennywise to inform Bathsheba 

that her hushand is not only alive but in Casterbridge, is that events in 

the plot move further towards the violent climax which will focus 

attention for the second time on the question of the indissoluhle bond of 

marriage. The effect of Bathsheha's ignorance is that she indirectly 

encourages Bo 1 ch'lO ad , whereas this encouragement could have been nipped in 

17 
the hud. 

Pennywise continues his function as a means of linking the crisis 

of the disappearance of 'Troy, and the violent climax for ,"hich the re-

appearance of' Troy, unexpected l1y the protagonists, is essential. 

·PennYHise act·s as a contact between Troy and the outside world. He has 

to find out for Troy ~lis legal position. JIe doesn't; hut he contrihutes 

towards motivating Troy's reanneance, hy telling him of Rold\\'ood's naTty 

18 ill Bathsheha's honour. It is this infoTmation that makes Troy decide: 

'I must go and find her out at once'. Added to the passion "'hich 

Bathsheha had alTeady evoked in him, nothing could Plake Bathsheha more 

desirahle than the nc",s that his legal wife ",as much sought after by a 

sui tal' of good standing. Too late, Penn)Mise makes a-Futile attermt to 

dissuade Troy froll1 making his reannearance: 'A good "'ife is good, but 

1 1 ., d 'f' 11 ,19 t 1e Jest 'nfe 1S not so goo as no \H .. e at a • This argument sounds 

weak and a tTifle forced. TTOY is niqued that Bathsheba ShOllld 'he in 

l7The minor rustic characters also intensify the dramatic irony 
and help to heighten the effect of an impending catastronhe. 

18 Hardy, Far from the ),laddinR (1'0\./(1, n. 40?. 

19 t • 1 Iln(., n. 406. 
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SIch a hurry to get rid of his name!' r,1ore important, the minor rustic 

f 20 d t characters had recognised Troy that very <Lternoon, an - were no sure 

h
. ~. 21 

ahout the ler,al ir-mlications of 1S lllsan-pearance. Once again 

Penn},wise tries to dissuade Troy from turning up at l'Jeatherbury; hut again 

his attem)1t is £eehle and strained. The minor 'rustic characters do not 

succeed in driving away the invader. Lamely, Pe,nny\vise concludes hy 

allowing Troy a free hand: 22 'I'll do as you tell me.' 

At Warren's, SaJ11.lVay, Tall and Smallhury discuss the situation. 23, 

That they realise the significance, and in fact help to dral'l attention 

to the situation, \<lill he discussed in Chapter III in an examination of 

the function o£ the minor rustic characters in their role as a chorus. 

Troy' s pressin~ his face against the nane of the window at Warren 1 ~ \'lhile 

the minor rustic characters discuss whether or not it is their husiness 

to interfere and inforrfl Bolcl\vood) ermhasises their role in furthering the 

plot, especially given the academic detacJ1J11ent of their discussion. 

Disaster can he aveTted H, the rustics act clecisive1y and proJ11nt1y. But 

Laban, accomnanied by SaJ11\<Jay, does not have the courage to inform 

Bathsheba: 

'I didn't 'like to ask her after all,' 
Lahan faltered out. 'They were all in 

----------------------,--------------------.~-~~~.~------------------------------

20Ihid • , p. 40H. 

2111 . d 
--2:~' , P. 40l. 

22 Ihid • , 'p. 407. 

23 Ihid ., nne 410-411. 



such a stir, trying to nut a little 
s!,iri t into the narty. Somehm·, the 
fun seems to hang fire, though 
everything's there that the heart 
can desire, and 1 couldn't for my 
soul interfere and throw damp unon 
it - if 'twas to save My life, I 
couldn't,.24 

14 

An element of the fatalistic is discernible in the j_neffectual atteMPts 

of the minor rustics consciously to influence the action. S6metimes the 

effect created is that the character of the !,rotagonist influences his 

destiny. OtherHise, the feeling conveyed is that there is a pOHer greater 

than Man, \vho consequently feels small and trapped in tJie relentless 

action of a force greater than himself hut which he doesn't understand. 

But to stress this effect is to misunderstand I-lardy's noint of vim", 

which tends, at least to some extent, to errIphasise man's Moral resnonsibili ty 

for the consequences o~ his own actions. 

Hence, in Ha1~dy's novels, disaster can usually he averted by timely 

action of the kind '"hich the rustics significantly, do not take in this 

e{(ample. He does not deal ",i th disaster like the flood in The ).,!iil on 

the rloss, hut rather Nith the consequences that follow when a protagonist 

like ~·laggie Tulliver allows herself to he borne along the river past 

ivludport. Neither does Hardy deal with the natural disasters like earth-

quakes which interest Voltaire in Candide. Tir1in~ is extremely irrm0rtml,t 

in Hardy's novels. While the rustics procrastinate, Bathsheha, ignorant 

of Troy's ironic proximity, COMmits herself to BoldNood: - 'If he does 

not return, I'll marry you in six years frOPI this aay, if \l'e hath live,' 

24 
Illarcl}'.~ Far frQl'] the \ladrling Crowd, !). 412. 
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she solemnly promises. Bathsheha cannot escape resnnnsihility for en-

couraging, for the second time, a m.an ",hOl11 she respects hut does riot love. 

Like Sue, she is wrong in trying to make up for her initial folly in 

encouraging him hy committing hil11 further. In The '--Iayor, it will he seen 

that Hardy similarly feels that Henchard 'vas ",rang in remarrying his \'life, 

and that Lucetta \Vas right in choosing Farfrae even though it meant hreak-

ing her ''lord to Henchard. The point of view expressed is that in relation-

ships between a man and a wOPlan, only the existence of mutual love should 

count, not the false prolonging of a relationship based on nromises and 

obligations as a result of SHch vows as the IT\arriage V 0'''' , Hhich, Hardy 

\vould seem to he saying, hecOJ'1e meaningless once the foundation of mutual 

love crumbles. The comment this prbvokes is that there seeJT!S to be som6 

confusion between ""hat is ideal and therefore ]1Yone to defect, anel the 

real or actual; in other words hetween the is and the ought questions. 

+leamvhile, evil can still 11e stalleel if the rustics "'ill only in-

forIT\ Bold,,,ood of Troy's reappearance. While Tall and Samway ",aste precious 

tiNe assurinz Bolel''lOod that nollody is either Plarried, .engaged, 1)orn or 

dead,25 and neglect the second opportunity of speaking to Bathsheha, she 

is called outside. The rustics are used with narticular effect in con-

trolling the nace of the action in order to intensify the suspense created 

by the draJl1atic irony.26 

25Hardy, FaT fro111 the IIlaelding r:roHd, n. 416. 

26This technique is reminiscent 01- the comnarable function of the 
servants in Ryron's Don .Inan. The hUP1011r, the CONic relief, and the chorus 
e-ffect ,'lill he discussed in (hanter II J • 
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By their very inaction) the minor rustics help to a11O\I' the 

creation of a situation that leads to the violent climax) although 

Bathsheba is at least partly responsible for heightening Bolcl\'lOod' s 

expectations when she is not even sure of Troy's denth, aml for J11aking 

a prOll)ise the qualificntions of \\Thich make it useless except to give 

Bold\'lOod a false sense of hope. The significance in terms of the develop-

ment) or rather, the continuation of the theme, is that for the second 

time, Hardy contrives a situation in order to shelve a direct confrontation 

of the problem of the indissoluhle nature of mnrriage. ,The c1isap'!1earance 

of Troy is necessary in order that he can return the Plore' ef+'ectively 

towards the conclusion. But this. shelving of the problem is only anparent. 

As in The ~Iayor, Hardy's violent climax leads to a contrived happy ending 

that tends, on the surface, to obscure the real issue,s. But the dramatic 

violence of the climax provokes, to any hut the ~uperficial reader, the 

question of whether Bathsheba would have still felt that there I"as no 

douht as tO'her duty to stick to her husband: "She helonged to hiM; the 

certainties of that position were so well defined, and the reasonable 

possibilities of its issue so hounded, that she could not speculate on 

t " "" 27 con Ingencles • Iler instinctive reaction to Troy's: 'r.ome home with 

me; cornel', would seem to belie this assumption: "She writhed, and gave 

a quick, low scream.,,28 Secondly, the unceremonious elimination of 

27 Far from the Madding Crol'ld, p. 361. 

28 Ib "d 
J, ., p. 418. 
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Boldll'ood further exempts Bathsheba from the responsibility of her oll'n 

actions, and gives her a third opportunity to find happiness with 'Oak. 

This is indeed,chance at its most felicitous. Indirectly, the minor 

rustics have been instrUlnental in hringing ahout these chance occurrences. 

One cannot help feeling that Hardy is heing ironical; it is seldom that a 

woman )l}anages to get rid of a hushand £1'01'1 \vhom she recoils physically, 

'and also of a persistent lover whom she does not 'love but whom she has 

seemingly inadvertently encouragecj, partly hecause of her pride and her 

vanity, so that the man she has ignored and snuhbed repeatedly is not only 

once more at her feet; hut, from being her employee, is turned into her 

equal in weal tIl, position, and status. ~Tane Austen could hardly have 

favoured a favourite heroine more. 'Selfishness, vanity and snobbery could 

hardly have been hetter reHaTded. 

In The Mayor, the crisis in the plot occurs in the first chapter. 

In a discriptive scene which reveals HaTdy at his best, the crisis 2,9 exposes 

the theme of whether or not marriage should be dissoluble ",hen it becomes 

a bu~den to either of the two parties. l~rdy's descrintive, rather than 

argumentative, treatment of his theme (with the exception of Jude, he tends 

to depict rather than to intellectualize a prohlem), owes much of its 

brilliance to the apparently casual manner in which minor rustic characters 

are used to introduce the theme so that it is woven into the plot, as 

well as into the develonment of character of two of the protagonists, 

29Hardy, The ~,!ayor, np. 13-19. 
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Henchard, and, to a lesser degree, Susan. Not only do the rustics 

provide an authentic setting for the auctioning of his wife hy Henchm~d; 

hut the introduction of the furmi ty '<loman is important at this stage in 

that she serves as a useful motif in linking the nlot. She recurs at the 

next important stage in the nlot when Susan learns from her that Henchard 

has left a message to say that should anyhody eryquire about him, the 

f{lrmity-woman shollid say that he is at Caster11Yidge.
30 

Thirdly, she makes 

her unexpected ap]1earance at that hrilliantly conic court-house scene,3l 

\I1hen her revelation of Henchard' s auction of his ,d fe some twenty odd 

years ago, fo1lml'ed by Henchard' s admission of the truth of this statement 

and of the furl"lity-woman's opinion that he is no better than she is, re-

suI ts in Henchard' s clmmfall. Fourthly, to SOlne extent at least, the 

skimningtoll-ride is )110ti vated hy people like. the fnrmi ty-wol'1an, '1ho feels 

that Lucetta should l)e hrought down a peg or t\\10 because, in her own 

'<lords, 'I saved her from a real bad marriage, and she's never been the 

one to thanls. me. 
,:12 

Besides acting as an audience, the l"linor rustics contrihute in 

ftJrthering the nlot and hence developing. the theme, by entertaining 

Henchard's ideR of auctioning his ,<life: 

3011 . ..l 
~., 

31 1hirl ., 

The ailctioneer se1ling the old horses in 
the field outside could he heard saying, 
'NO\\1 this is the last lot - nO\\1 who'll 
take the last lot for a sonp.:? Shall I say 

p. 27. 

pn. 202- 203. 

32" , ~, " nanlY, 111e, myoT., p. 



forty shillings? 'Tis a very pro~ising 
brood~are) a trifle over five years old.> 
and nothing the matter with the hose at 
all, except that she's a little holler in 
the hack and had her left eye'knocked out 
hy the kick of another) her own sister) 
coming along the road.' 

'For my part I don't see why men who 
have got wives and don't "I ant . 'em, 
shouldn't get rid of 'e1'1 as these ginsy 
fellows do their old horses,' said the 
man in'the tent. flvhy shOlildn't they 
put 'en up and sell feR by auction to men 
",ho are in need of such articles? Hey? 
Why) begad, I'd sell rnine this minute if 
anybody would buy he)~! ' 

'TIlere's then that would do that,' 
sone of the guests renlied, looking at 
the woman, who -1."as hy no means i11-
favoured. 

'True,' said a smoking. gentlemm, 
'<1hose coat had the fine po.lish ahout the 
collar, elbo1'ls) seams, and shoulder
blades that long continued friction h'i th 
grimy surfaces 1I'i11 1)roduce) and which is 
usually 1'10re desired on furniture than on 
clothes. Prom his appearance he had 
possibly heen in forPler time groom or 
coachman to sane neighbouring county 
family. 'I've had my breedings in as good 
circles, I may say, as any man,' he added, 
'and I know true cultivation, or nobody 
do; and I can declare she's got it - in 
the hone, rnind ye J I say - as much as any 
female in the fair - thour,h it may l'l8nt a 
little hringing out.' Then, crossing his 
legs, he resuned his pipe with a nicely
adjusted gaze at a point in the air. 

The fuddled Y0111117, husband stared for a 
fel" seconds at this unexnected nraise of 
his wife, half in dOllbt of the wisdom of 
his 01l'n attitude t01l'ards the possessor of 
such Clualities. Rut he sneenily lansed 
into his former convictiml J and said 
harshly-

19 



'Well, then, n0l1 is your chance; 
I am open to an offer for this gem of 
creation. ' 

She turned to her husband and 
murmured, q',!ichael, you have talked 
this nonsense in public places hefore. 
A joke is a joke, but you may make it 
once too often, min!' 

'I kn0l1 I've said it hefore; I 
meant, it. All I want is a buyer. ,33 

20 

The rustics seem to provide the occasion for 'the auction. One of them 

agrees to be auctioneer;.and 'a buxom staylace dealer in voluminous petti-
, 

coats, does not manage to dissuade Susan from taking her hushand at his 

word: "'Don't, my chie1,' 'yer good man don't know what he's saying. ,,, And 

neither does she succeed in hrlngln~ l1encharcl to his senses and thus 

preventing the auction: 

'''Behave yerself moral, good man, for Heaven's love! Ah, what a 

cruelty is the poor soul married to! Red and board is dear at some 

fip,ures, 'pan my' vation 't:i.s! 11,34 !lardy's treatment of the thel1le con-

sists to a great extent of the manner in which he llses the minor rustics 

to develon, to its logical concll1sion, Henchard's initial oninion'that an 

unwanted wife35 should be got rid of in the same manner that the gipsies 

get rid of their horses. This "reductio ad ahsurdurl" argUlllent would 

seem to indicate Hardy's reluctance to treat the subject seriously as yet. 

In Far from. the ~·Iadding r.rOlvd he could be said to' have introduced the 

3411 '.1 
~., p. IS. 

the cOTol1aTY hold 
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subj ect of whether the institution of J11arriage should 11e permanent or 

capahle of dissolution; in The ~1ayor l~al~dy goes to the e.xtent of 

suggesting that the prohlem is not so siJllple by drawing attention to 

the dignity of the individuals involved. This he does by his ironical 

treatJ11ent of the \'life as though she were in f~ct nothing more than some 

form of chattel. It is significant that it is only at the end of the 

transaction that it dawns on Henchard to ask Susan for her consent to he 

sold to a perfect stranger for five guineas: !I'Now then fi ve guineas 

d 1 · S ?' ,,36 an 5 1e 3 lS yours. ,usan, you agree. . 

It is a minor rustic, the furmity-woman, Nho is used to further 

the plot, in Chanter XXVIII, so that it develops from this early crisis 

in the story. In what J11ust be one of the well-rePlembered court-scenes 

in English fiction, the comedy of which ironically undercuts the serious-

ness and the iT'lportance of the scene to the story, the furmity-woman makes 

her unexpected disclosure ahollt Henchard's auction of his wife at the fair 

in Weydon Priars some twenty years ago. 37 The importance of this episode 

is that it is as a result of Henchard's admission of the truth of her 

story, and more significant, his confirmation of her opinion that, as a 

result, he is no 11etter than she is and therefore should give up his 

position as mar,istrate,38 that Henchanl hrings about his downfall. This 

illustrates to a striking degree, the point I wish to emphasise at this 

36 Hardy, The Mayor, p. 15. 

37 Ibid ., p. 202. 

38Ihid ., p. 203. 
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stage: to the extent to which the minor rus'tics are not responsihle for 

influencing the course of events in the 'lives of ~le protagonists, to 

that extent, it is the lTlain characters themselves ''iho direct their 

destiny. 

The skiJ1lJ11ington-ride provides the most dramatic exarrple of a 

violent climax HhicIt focuses the reader's attention on the situation and 

characters ",i th a moral awareness that is prOlllpted hy Hardy's mm point 

of view. It is also. the most striking illustration of the part played hy 

the minor rustic characters in the development of the plot. The idea is 

initiated hy Nance 1"Iockridge after Jonp has read Lucetta' s love letters 

11 h J J hI f ' J> 'F ' 'l'-I' I 39 to lenc. arl! to t 1e assem yo,: rustlcs at eter s <1nger 1n ,'lxen Jane. 

As ment,ioned hefore, the fU1'1'li ty-wolllan sho",s her grievance that Lucetta 

has not thanked her for saving her frolll a had marriage with Henchard. 

She would have been more accurate had she said that she had given Lucetta 

a pretext for hreaking her engagelllent with Henchard. More significant 

is the point that seemingly trivial events and sunposed grievances against 

Henchard and Lucetta can help to snark off an event that ""ill have important 

repercussions on the lives of fonr of the protagonists. Hrs. Cuxsom 

agrees; perhaps at the back of her mind is the 11lelllory of Hcnchard' s insul t-, 

ing allusion to her, in her mm presence J as a Honan of no character. 

But the rustics, excluding a sma1l caucus \-Iho make futile efforts to 

avert the event, are really !H'OPlpted hy the desire for a good laugh. '" Tis 

391h" I --2:.S., p. 259. 
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t he funniest thing under the sun! II the landlady of Peter's Finger informs 

N 1 1 1"f . t d ' 40 e\Vson, \If 10 proJ1lpt y OT..:ers a sovereIgn o\var s tne expense. Nance 

also has the saJ1le vie\\' as the landlady, "A good-laugh warms my heart more 

41 than a' cordial, and that's the truth on't." The point is that the 

rustics have no idea of the consequences of their action. They are to 

some extent motivated hy envy and the desire to 'take Lucetta down a peg 

or two. This I find significant, because it illustrates that whereas 

Farfrae is accepted by the rustics, Lucetta is not. He is a stranger when 

he first comes to Casterbridge, but the rustics are :Fascinated hy him when 

he sings at the Three ~!ariners on his arrival. They nraise hiJ1l when his 

dance is so successful, and report favourahly on his cleverness and his 

ability to get on with people. An examnle is what is told to Henchard by 

the little hoy and later, Whittle's favourabie comment of him as an 

4? 
employer - (alheit a nretty fight-fisted one!). Lucetta remaines an 

invader in the sense that she neither identifies'herself nor finds favour 

with the rus'tics. On the other hand, it could he said that Elizaheth-Jane 

does. For one thing') she can come dmm to the level of serving at the 

T} '1' , 1 I d' 43 ( 1 1 d h 1 nee "arIner s \If len econOJrlY (eman SIt not t lat s 1e oes not ave ,ler 

DIm ideas of respectahility, as revealed hy her reluctance that her mother 

40I don't think Newson Can l)e called a rustic, and why he should turn 
up at this noint, and have something to do ",ith the Ski}l1minp;ton-ride, even 
though he is to sho\\1 up later in the plot, I don't know. 

41 The /'Ja;'or, p. 261. 

42 Ihid • , p. 222. 

43 Ibid • , p. 47. 
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1 ld k J f · ) 44 S.lOU spea, to t,e .. urnn ty-wolllan • She also tries to save their 

servants unnecessary triTls and 'hother; she serves Nance ~Iockridge \Vi th 

ale and cheese; and Jl10st sip;nificant of a11, she let slip the local 

dialect - all to Henchard's mortification. 45 

But it is Lucetta ,,,ho incurred ~To1)p' s feeling for vengeance hy 

refusing to speak to Farfrae on his behalf. 46 She sho\\ls curious lack 

of judgment in not heing alert to the significance of ,Tonp' s stateJl1ent 

h h ' } . T 47 t at e ~new ler 1n , ersey. She also offends Henchard hy denying 

that her husband has 11een Henchard' s 
, I 

protege. I find that Lllcetta's 

ignorance, hath of Farfrae's debt to 48 Henchard, and of <Topp' s losing 

his j oh through no fault of his o'm ·hecause Farfrae ",as given it hy 

Henchard, hetrays her lack of contact and assiJl1ilation ,d th the life 

and people in Casterbridge. To some J11inor hut nevertheless significant 

extent, Lllcetta is to hlame for the unsyrnl1athetic attitude of the planners 

of the SkiJl1l1\ington-ride tOl\'a)~ds herself. 

In this particillar incident, I feel that the rustics renresent 

'Puhlic oninion and the conventional code of morality \>lith its rough and 

ready justice. Their behavior is as irres'Ponsihle as that of any public, 

\'1ho are easi 1)' roused for the sake of something to do) who do not stop 

44 Ihid ., 11. 26. 

45 Ibi'd., pp. 131-133. 

46Compare Bathsheba and Pennywise. 

47 . Hardy, Thei'layor, J?P. 252-3 

'48' . 
Ihld., ]111. 266-267. 
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to ask theJllsel ves Hhat lies heneath the surface, and whose "justice" is 

as indiscriminate as that of the skimmington-ride. The most significant 

point is that not even Solomon Longways, Christopher Coney and the other 

,of Farfrae' s men who send him the anonymous letter in order to nrevent 

'him from learning the scandal, 49 feel it necessary to bother ahout the 

possible effect on Lucetta! "For poor Lucetta they took no protective 

measure, helieving \'lith the majority there was some truth in the scandal, ' 

1 · I h ld } 1 h 1 . h't ,,50 W1ICl S e wou lave to lear as s e lest mIg • The dou11le standard 

involved is implicit, anrl is further illustrated in the ironical incident 

of how Henchard Has prevented from committing suicide, so that, in his 

own \'lOrds, "That perforPlance of their killed her, hut kent me alive!,,5l 

Even those who say that Hardy's treatl'1ent of the rustics lends them a 
L? 

romantic r,IOl""" mllst admit that there is nothinp, idealistic ahout the 

view of hUl'1an natllre as denicted in the hehavio1lr of the rustics in this 

incident. Shamefacedly, they realise that their joke has had reDer~lssions 

they little dreamed of, and they slink away rather likq mice '",ho have 

crept ont of their variolls hide-outs to live it lln a bit in the dark of 

nj.p;ht only to vanish at day-hreak. And this ahility of the rustics to fade 

away into the background and to leave the protagonists to lead their mm 

lives, tends to enhance their function as the chorus, the setting. 

49 Ihid ., D. 

50I~ . d 
~., 1). 

276. 

277. 

51 11 ' [ 
~., pP. 297 - 29 R • 

52 J.. .. l' J • 11 1 [' ..I r: 1 • C1 t I \T TllS 1S a pOInt \<IHCl W1 )e c1scussell ,nrtleT In ,laD er , .• 
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However, there can be little doubt that the skipll'lington-ride 

sweeps over the fortunes of the four main characters' in the novel like 

a flood that has heen gaining in momentuJIl silently and without'the 

knowledge of the protagonists, that it takes thePl c0111pletely unaware 

like that f'arl0us flood in The ~·lill on the Floss, and that it suhsides 

equally qi.lietly; but leaving hehind the wreckage it has wrought •. And 

I feel that it shocks the reader irito an emotional response that, whe~ 

exaninec1, is seen to reflect a 1119ral attitude, Nowhere else, and 

especially in these four novels, has Hardy succeeded so \ve11 in putting 

fonvard a point of view thilt undercuts that of conventional Victorian 

middle-class morality. The reader of his day, and of ours, could so 

easily have heen on the side of the plotters at Peter's Finger, c01.lld so 

easi 1y have heen Neh'son with the ready sovereign in expectation of some 

apparently harmless entertainment to while away a short sta~ in these 

unknown parts. But with Lucetta' s stlflden and tragic death, the reader is 

as shocked as are the originators of the skimJTlington-ride. Those who 

planned the skiml11ington-ride cannot he held directly resnonsible for her 

death, and this is significant, because it sho\'1s that even in this case 

the minor rustics were not directly resnonsihle for the development of 

the plot. Had Lucetta not heen with child, the epileptic fit itself would 

not have kil1ecl her. But when a \'loman dies of a Pliscarriage hrought on hy 

the fear of tIle consequences to her love and her marriage should her 

hushand knOl" of certain indiscretions in her past life, it does make one 

ask whether Lueetta deserves to die at the heip,ht of her married happiness. 
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When Farfrae is Plade to react by expressing his feelinr, that it was best 

she died because they couldn't possibly have been happy after this 

1 . 53 h d' h k reve atJ_on, t e rea er s s oc' turns to anger: the same kind of anger, 

which even an understanding of the disease can only palliate to a con-

temptuous and cold pity, tVhich the reader may feel ",hen confronting a 

Knight or, \\forse still, an Angel Clare. This anger is only intensified 

at the injustice by which fate 54 sacrifices on the sanctimonious 

altars of these various prigs, the hest of \'lomen. For examnle, innocent 

Elfride was sacrificed. And Lucetta II/ho came so alive in that house 

over-looking the Jllarket in High Street, that for a time it seeJlled as if 

it was not only Ilencllard and Farfrae who ,,,ere charmed, but the writer of 

the story as \I1ell. But, with a pang of conscience, it \Vould seem as if 

Hardy turned fairy godfather, and turned tha.t heroine 'Painted in the most 

delicate of tints, Elizabeth-Jane, into the good Homan. But what ahout 

that different type of good wOJllan, Tess?55 

We are educated froJll childhood to react with the stock moral 

response: the good earn Ollr pity, love and adllliration; the wicked, our 

hatred, fear, and horror. And !lardy exploits this hasic response for his 

o\'1n purpose. Before you realise it, you pity Lucetta and you hate rarfrae. 

It is as siPlple as that. I hate him becm~e it does not even occur to him 

that all he needed to do \Vas to forgive. Instead he seeMS to feel that-

5311 -lv Tl ~l 301 ayu .. , _1e. ayor, p. .• 

54As dC1?icted by Hardy in his novels and which is no doubt true, 
to a certain extent at least, to life. 

all of tl1cm merely the same '';Orlan in 'h.er j ll00ds, 
shapes, guises? 
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the very fact of Lucetta's past behavior, and, presur:mbly, her not having 

told him of it, constitutes an utter negation of happiness. Not for a 

moment does he thinl< either of her love for him CHhich motivated her 

secrecy) and ,,,hich liard), revealed 50 exnlicityl)' h)' Lncetta's attitude 

tOI'Jards Farfrae on the very day of her death on the occasion o:f the royal 

visi t, and 1)), the use of that striking sirdle by which on an earlier 

occasion I'.'hen Ilenchard and Far·hae hath CO)11e to court Lucetta, he descrihes 

her eyes as going to him like a hird to its nest.
56 

Farfrae wanted to 

wreak ven~eance on the perpetratc,rs of the skimJ11ington-rirle, but prudence 

d 1 · 57 nrevente nm. Not a word of pity either for Lucetta, or for the loss 

of their child. And then lIardy J11akes this statement, the matter-of-fact 

tone of which betrays Hardy's own feeling. It \'lould seem that he wants to 

J11ake it apnear that he is p\erelv the narrator descrihing what hapnened. I 

think he wants to trap the Victorian reader hy a11narentl), Biving hiJ11 Ivhat 

he wants, for examnle, the happy ending, while all the l'lhile keeping his 

tongue in his cheek. Since the Victorian raader ,d 11 not have Canrlour in 

F: 1 · I r' . 58 l' . J .1, :ng l51'].ctlon, t ns lS larllY s revenge: 

J!e could not hllt nerceive that hy the 
death of Lucetta he had exchangerl a 
100J11ing J11isery for a 5iJ11nle 50rrOl". 
After the revelation 01- her history, 
which l'IUSt hmre COJ11e sooner or later 

56Ji .1 .aruy., The \layo..!, p. 183. 

57Ihid ., p. 300. 

58 . ThOJl\as Hardy, r.andollr in f:nr:lish Piction in Harold nrel, Ceo.), 
Thomas }Tardy's Personal \'!ri tings, Lmvrence: lJni versi ty of Kansas Press, 1966. 



in any circumstances, it \Vas hard to 
helieve that life with her would haver-q 
heen productive of further happiness.;)· 

29 

And Hardy continues in a tone the very gentleness of which accentuates 

the ironic effect: 

Rut as a )11emory, notwithstanding such 
conditions, Lucetta's image still lived 
on ",i th him, her Iveaknesses provokinr, 
only tfie gentlest criticism, and her 
suffering attenuating ",rath at her con
cellment to a momentary spark now and 
then. 60 • -

Much good may his nenory of her iJ11age do Lncetta, and hm~ fortunate to 

escape with only "the gentlest criticism" and only "a momentary snark" of 

wrath. What is infuriating is the complete lack of consciousness in men 

of the Knight-Far£rae-Clare type that they may be found h'anting, in 

generosity, for exaJ11ple, and in the capacity for accepting love. The two 

are cO)1IpleJ11entary. I think Ivhether or not Lucetta 1':aS right in marrying 

Faxfrae ",ithout revealing an indiscretion in her past which was relevant to 

their- relationshin, and without which a foundation for a J11lltllal trust and 

confidence necessary in J11arriHge could hardly he hllilt, is not the point 

-at issue. llntil the douhle standard is elirlinated as it is being to SO)1le 

extent to-day, women ,,,ill he faced with the problem which Tess so a~onis-?,ngly 

faces: ",hether to tell and lose the prospect of love and hanpiness, or 

-whether to risk discovery later and grab hanniness with hath hands when 

sC) 
. Hardy, - The ~-Iayor, p. 301. 

6°11. 'd _l}_l __ ., nr. 301-302. 
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the opportunity affords. Incidentally only a hapTlY nlarriage can 

"rehahilitate" a "fallen \'loman". 

I think Hardy gave his contemporary puhlic the hanpy ending they 

clamoured for with his tongue in his cheek, in that virtue is rewarded hy 

Elizabeth-Jane's acquiring for her self-effacing patience and prudence 

the very man , ... hom no \'loman ,.Ji th any spirit Nould Nant for a husband after 

the revelation of his attitude to\l'ards his wife's death, namely, Farfrae. 

The minor rustics are directly responsihle for the skil'1mington-ride, 

although a slllall group make the characteristic ineffectual attempt to 

avert Farfrae's knowledge of it. On the othel' hand, another groun of minor 

rustics, naPlely servant, are responsible for Lucetta herself hearing a 

commentary on it in spite of her not looking out 'of the "Ti n dOl" at the 

time. OthenTise she might never have knmVll anything ahout the Skimlllington-

ride, since the anonymous letter from Solomon Long, ... ays and his cronies was 

effective in getting Farfrae m·my. !lardy's technique here is brilliant, and 

has to be quoted to illustrate the effect: 

The reverie in l",hich these and other 
subj ects mingled "!as distm~l)ed hy a 
hub1)11h in the distance, that increased 
moment by moment. It did not greatly 
surprise her, the afternoon having 
heen given lID to recreation hv a 
majority of the populace sinc~ the 
passage of the Royal elluinages. Rut 
her attention was at once riveted to 
the matter hy the uoice of a maid
servant next door, ",ho snoke from an 
unner Hindo", across the street to some 
other maid even more elevated than she. 



'Which way he they going nm·r?' 
inquired the first with interest. 

'I can't be sure for a moment, I 

said the second, because of the 
malter's chimbley. 0 yes -- I nan 
see 'em. Well, 1 declare, I declare!' 

'What, ",hat?' from the first, 
more enthusia~tically. 

'They are coming up corn Street 
after all! They sit hack to hack!' 

'What -- two of 'em -- are there 
two figures?' 

'Yes, two images on a donkey, 
hack to hack, their elhows tied to 
one another'S! She's facing the 
hea(l, and he's facing the tail.' 

'Is it meant for anyone in 
particular?' 

'lvell -- it mid be. The man has 
got on a blUe coat and ketsevmcre 
leggings; he has black whiskers, and 
a reddish 1-ace. 'Tis a stuffed 
figure, with a falseface.' 

The din was increasing now -
then it lessened a little. 

'There -- I shan't see, after 
all!' cried the disannointed first 
flaid. 

'They had gone into a back street 
that's all,' said the one who 

occunied the enviable position in 
the attic. 'There -- no", I have got 
'eJn all endways nicely!' 

'What's the \'loman like? Just say, 
and I can tell in a moment if 'tis meant 
for one I've in mind.' 
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'My -- why -- 'tis dressed just 
as she was dressed when she sat irt 
the front seat at the time the nlav
actors came to the Town Hall!' 61 .' 
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It continues thus. This is a unique examnle of the way in which the minor 

. rustic characters serve to further the nlot, and, in this particular case, 

to make the SkiPlmington-ricie effective. 

In Tess, the minor rustics playa much less dramatic and conspicous 

part in furthering the plot. A careful examination shows that the minor 

rustics are significant because they give the protagonists a choice of 

two actions rather than because they direct the course of events in any 

definite manner. Hence, the function of the minor rustics is more important 

in helping to reveal the characters of Tess and Clare, thus developing 

h 1 
62 

t e t 1eme. 

The crisis in the plot is closely related to the themes of what 

constitutes chastity, the incongruity and the social injustice of the 

double standard, and the meaninglessness of a Marriage which is legally 

I , d ) 1 '1 1 1 1 } ,63 va 1 even W1en tlere IS no onger Jl1utlffi ove letween tIe two partIes. 

The focal point of the crisis is Tess's revelation to Clare of her past: 

64 her seduction hy Alec and her consequent pregnancy and motherhood. 

61 Hardy, The 1,18.;'or, np. 277-278. 

62Th1s function of the rustics w111 he dealt with in the next 
Chapter. 

63 Rut since the marriap;e hetween Tess and Clare was not consummated, 
it Play be assllP1ed that if they couln prove this fact, the rtan'iage could 
be annulled. 

64 Thomas Hardy, Tess of the d' lIrl~i lles , ~e\V York: ~.iacmi11an, 

.1%6, r. 257. 
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The l11inor rustics J l'larian, I zz and Retty, are used as the pretext for 

this confession. Jonathan informs Clare and Tess of the reaction of the 

girls to their Hnrequited love for Clare, once he has married Tess: 

'I am so sorry you should have heard 
this sad story about the girls,' he said. 
'Still, don't'let it depress you. Retty 
was naturally 111.0rbid, you imow.' 

'Without the least cause,' said Tess. 
'Whi Ie they \'lho have cause to' be, hide 
it, and pretend they are not.' 

This incident had turned the scale 
for her. They were simple and innocent 
girls on \'lhom the unhalminess of unre
quited love had fallen; they had de
served better at the hands of Fate. She 
had deserved wors~ -- yet she was the 
chosen one. It \<las "licked of her to take 
all "d thout l1aying. She would pay to the 
utmost faTthing; she '-/ould tell, there 
and then. This final determination she 
came to \Ilhen she looked into the fire, he 
holding her hand. 65 

What is significant is that }~ardy does not leave the revelation to chance. 

This is the significance of the letter of confession "':bitten hy Tess to 

Clare rell1.aining under the carpet and not being either found or read hy 

66 Clare, So that Tess has to decide to confess ~lout her past in the most 

direct and ~eliherate of ll1.anners, that of telling hill1. personally. Mrs. 

Durbefield, that ll1.ost alive and likeable of peasant WOll1.en, hecause she has 

65 Ib · I 
,~., n. 254. 

66 . 241. Ih:td. ) n. 
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a zest f'or Ii -fe and Iiving and a sense of' pronort:i_on that is the secret 

of' her capacity for survival, wrote to her danghter advising her 

categorically not to reveal her past; hut she is not ahle to nver the 

plot crisis that results 1-rom the conf'ession: 

But with respect to your question, 
Tess, I say between onrselves, 
quite private hut very strong', that 
on no account yOll say a word of 
your B.yp,one Tron11le to hil')". I did 
not tell everything to your Father, 
he heing so Proud on account 01- his 
Respectabili ty, ,,,hich, nerhans, 
your Intended is the saRe, \Inny a 
woman -- some of' the Highest in the 
Land -- have had a Trolilile in their 
time; amI \"hy should you TTl1Jl1flet 
yours when others don't Trurmet 
theirs? No girl would he such a 
Fool, specially as it is so long ago, 
and not your Fault at all. I shall 
ans'ver the sa)11e if YOll ask 1'1e fifty 
times. Besides, yon nnlst beRr in 
mind that, knowing it to be yOllT 
Childish Natllre to ten all that's 
in your heart -- so simple! -- I 
made you nrorlise me nfwer to let it 
Olrt hy Word or Deed, having YOllr 
Welf'are in my ~Iind; and you most 
50le11nly did promise it going from 
this Door. T have not named either 
that oU8stion or your coming T'1arriage 
to YOllr father, as he \\foul(l blab it 
everywhere, no or Simple ~:an. 67 

Neither did the Trantridr,c man tlirn the course of the plot Il'hen he re-

cognised Tess and Plade a remark on the hasis of her nast. To save 

, 1- 1" I 68 h " I Clare S .ee lnRs as a gent eman e sale to Clare: 

67 11 "] . .......:2:.52.., p. :n~ . 

68 1hirl ., n. 238. 



'I beg pardon, 
complete mistake. 
was anotheE \Voman, 
from here. 9 

sir; 't\</ a s a 
I thought she 
forty miles 

The other significant -fact is that Clare planned to farm either in the 

midlands or in one of the "colonies", 70 so th.at the chances of his 

hearing about Tess's past would have been remote, especially as it was 

not very likely that Clare, a gentleman, would come into social contact 

wi th the kind of workfolk ,,,ho knew of her past. 

What makes the crisis in the nlot also the focal noint of the 

thellle is that Tess's revelation shOUld have occurred immediately after 

Clare I S conFession al10ut: 

that tir'le of his life ft;!0 which 
allusion has been Plade when, tossed 
about by douhts and eli f£leul tics in 
London, like a cork on the waves, 
he plunged into eir:ht-and-forty hours' 
dissipation with a stranger. 71 

,The .irony of the double standard hecof.1es exnliei t especially when Tess· 

begins her confession with the na'ive assumption: 

'0, Angel -- I am almost glad -
because now yOll can forgive T'1e! 
I have not made my confession.T 
have a confession too remember 
I said 50.,72 

69l1ardy, Tess, n. 237. 

70 Ihid ., 11. 187. 

7I Ihirl ., n. 256. 

72 Ihicl, , 
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Later, Izz' he1pts to suegest that Clare's aberration, his 

"moPlentary levity" Nas probably not as iso1aterl as it seePls, hecause, 

very deliberately, he asks Izz to go with him to Brazil, anparent1y as 

his mistress. I zz does manage to prevent the folly of this nlan, \vhich 

could make a reconciliation between Clare and Tess more dif~i~11t in 

the future. Dare decides against the idea of taking Izz as ahnmtly as 

he suggestS:' it in the first 'Place. But even though Izz assures hiPl 

that no \\'ollJan could love hillJ as much as Tess, who lVould give her life for 

73 hillJ and no wOllJan could do llJore 

proves to he rellJarkah 1 y accurate - . 

a statement that the. violent climax 

Clare is not cana111e of that under-

standing of the essential purity of Tess's love that would avert this 

estrangellJent hetween hinl and his Hife. 

Roth the crisis as Hell as the violent climax are concerned with 

Tess's senuction hy Alec, It must he noted that ~Irs, Durheyfie1d informs 

74 Clare that Tess is at Sandhourne, and secondly, that the warning letter 

l' 'I' 1 I 75, 1 "1 "1 1 ' aT !. arlan ane zz arrIves too ate, \, are gettIng It on y on 11S return 

to England. It llJa)' help Clare decide to look for Tess; hut it is already 

too late. What really influences Clare, hesides the o'Pnortuniti for 

rational thinking unfettered by the snecifically Christian environment of 

his hOllJe, is the advice of his fellmv traveller in Brazil. 76 And this man 

73I!ardy, Tess, np. 306-307. 

74 Ibid ., p. 420, 

75 Ih 'd __ J __ ., n. 410. 

76Ihid ., nn. 381-382. 
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is not i rustic. I cannot help feeling that the events leading up to 

the murder of Alec can he understood frol'l a comprehension of the . 

characters of the three people concerned, esnecially Tess and Clare. So 

again, the minor rustics serve as some kind of sign posts along a road; 

but they :l),C not really responsible for the protagonists finding thefll-

selves on the road or for the turn they take. 

It \IIould be an oversimplification, though' neat, to say that the 

violent climax drmvs attention to the irrationality of the douhle 

standard and to the truth of Tess's purity. Fortunately, neither life 

not lIardy's art is that siPlple, ann this clil'lax has a much 1l10re profound 

effect on the reader, and, like the pebhle thrm<Jn into the ppol, it evokes 

an emotional resnonse ~lat is wider and more difficult to define. I 

find that after the climax, the rest of the story is an epilogue which is 

irreleuant to the main theme. 

,An impol'tant point ahout ,Tude is i ts relative and significant lack 

of minor rustic characters.
77 

Whereas Phillotson and Arahella begin as 

- '. h 78 1 h h d rustlc c aracters, t 18), cease to e as t e story ~)y0J~resses, an once 

they get involved with the protagonists, ,Tude and Sue, they are no longer 

minor characters. In this novel, lTJinor rustic characters are Drusilla 

77The significance of this point will he siscussed in Chanters III 
and IV. 

78 
Thorms lIardy, .Tude the Ohscure, New York: ~!acr1illan, 1 ~()6, 

pp. 14 and 43. 



Fawley, \'Tho only manages to make Sue appaar attractive to Jude even 

before he finally meets her, and \\Tho doesn't manage to dissuade .Tude 

7f) 
from giving uy> his relationship \'lith Sue even aftenvards; Anny, 
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Arabella's con:Fidante; Widow Edlin \Vho cannot 111al11e ther'1. for not getting 

married amI who is singularly unsuccessful in preventing Phillotson 

f 'c' d' 80 AlII' f 1 1 h 1 1 d .rom marryIng ,)lle a secon tIme; ra )e as. at,ler '" 10 e. ps leI' se. lIce 

.Tude on hoth occasions before each of her t\VO marrj.ages to Jude I hy 

81 
leaving the key and by leaving the door open; and Taylor, .Tim and Joe 

who act as passive spectators to .Tude \'1hen l1e tells of his dream to be 

a scholar at the Tavern and \'1ho then see .Tude consent to marry Arahella 

I ' 82 a secon( t1l11e. 

The crisis in the plot occurs, \'Ihen Sue leaves Phillotson to 

1 ,' 'J T.l 83 Ive Wlt 1 '. uue. The minor rustic characters n1ay no part in her 

84 
leaving because "Phi llotson lets her. 'The only l1eo1)le \"ho are on 

Phillotson's side are SOPle neonle frol11 a nei h1) r'n fa'r 85 ,. . g 011 1 g . 1 .• The 

79n ' 1 
~., Dr· 70 and 218. 

80 11 ' 1 
~., 1)1"), 55-56 and 325-326. 

81~., !lP. 60 and 387. 

821h'l . Ie., P1) • 128-130 and 396-397. But .Tim is not present on the-
second occasion. 

831h2-' d., nl1. 244 245 d 2E 0 . -.. an P. .:1 • 

841hid., pn. 246 and 257. 

85 I1 . d 
.11., n. 25<). 



irlportance of Sue's lecwing her hushand because she has a !>hysical 

aversion to him86 in relation to the theme is that it lmts forward, 
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and examines to a greater extent than in any of the three other novels, 

+ " 87 the question of the dissoluhility 0_ lllarTlage. In Tess, the 111OJ11an 

was the innocent paTty; but POOT Phillotson lo~es a wife as well as 

status, and his very means of livelihood 88 mer~ly hecau-se he is 

compassionate enough to r;ive Sue her freedom. The crisis dTaws attention 

to the injustice of a society that will not let two people decide what 

is to a great extent personal according to theiT owri agreement. 

The violent climax centTes TOlmd Sue's wanting to return to 

Phillotson as a result of the shock 9-nd feelinr;s 0+ gllil t ·she has had 

after the hanr,ing of the three children and the loss of ber third child. 89 

Again it is only the !>rotagonists \'1ho aTe re.sponsib1e; wicl()\~ Edlin being 

unsuccessful in pTeventinr, the maTriage. Arahella nlays a nart in in-

forming ?hillotson that Sue and Jude were not lovers at the time that he 

gave her th~ clivorce; and she also informs him that Sue thought she was 

h "oF 90 ~till is W1_e. It is the courageously frank and realistic description 

of Sue's aversion to any sexual relations with Phillotson91 that comDels 

861hicl ., p. 264. 

87 '--J 1 T..l 246. -I ar(y, ~, p. 

264. 88 Ihid ., D. 

89 Th " 1 
~., D. 347 and 363. 

90 1" d ~., D. .369. 

9l Ih " 1· 218 
~., np •. , 221, 230-231, 412. 
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the reader to a shatrpened moral awareness of whether or not it is right 

to thinl< that Sue helongs to Phillotson. And it is hy conveying the 

impression that Sue and ~Tllde are Undred spirits that !Iardy arouses the 

reader's moral consciousness. For example, Arahella notices this at the 

Fair,92 Phillotson admits it to 1"11'. Gillingham after eavesdropping on 

them
93 

and the otherwise conservative Widow E~lin comes to the conclusion 

that Sue should not go hack to Phi1lotson
94

• The description of both 

S d T 1 k' f h '..1 11,95, 1 I' 1 ,ue an ,UCle wa lng un to set .. ree t e trappeu Ta) nt IS sym)o IC an( 

recalls the brilliant re~lism of the pig-sticking enisode that so sharply 

sholVed the incompatibility behleen Jude and Arahella. 96 And the result 

h ' 'd d ' PI ' 11 97 of t e VIolent climax, Sue s ma ness an re-lllarrlage to .n. otson as 

well as her rejection of Jllele which practically sends him to his grave
98 

arouses the reader's TlJoral consciousness. llnlike the treat1llent of the 

thePlc of whether or not marriap,e should he dissoluhle' in The '.layor, the 

treatment in this novel is both sensi ti 'Ie ami uncomfortably honest. 

There is no attempt at a1l to simplify the issue, or the complexity of a 

92LJ d 11ar y, 

93 11 'd 
~.J p. 

94 11 '0 _)_]'_.' n. 

y)]) • 

241. 

409. 

95 1b ,o 
~., pp. 69- 74. 

961bio., 1). 22~. 

~00-3()7. 

971L . i 
~.J Pl1. 373 and ~86. 

98 T1 . ..1 

~., p. 4()3. 



subject that is so pertinent to human happiness. There is no attempt 

to gloss over the injustice that must result to one or other of each 
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of the t\'W married couples or to the child involved, except that nerhans 

Phillotson IS unlHl.PTliness would seem. to spi'ing almost solely as a result 

of the reaction of the puhlic, and not at all hecause of the intrinsic 

situation. Secondly, there is an attemnt to make out that Jude and 

Sue are made to lose their means of livelihood 'and to look for other ways 

of making <1' Ii ving, like keeping a p:ingerbread stall, so that they would 

seem to he the victims of a higoted society as rerre'sented hy 

the minor rustics in the novel. &rt in fact they are to a remark~)le 

extent free of the compelling influences of society. In the next chanter 

I point out to what extent the relative lack of minor rustic characters, 

and thdr minimal if not negligible influenc,e on the nlot, show that it 

is often the l)rotagonists themselves who'are largely resnonsib1e for 

what hannens to them. Also, it will l)e shown that the questions of 

marriap:e, chastity, the dOllhle standard and sexual freedom are illustrated 

~rtd developed by means of the delineation of the characters of th~ 

protagonists. And it is very often the minor rustics themselves "'ho are 

used to develop their character. 



CHAPTER II 

THE MINOR RUSTICS IN RELATION TO CHARACTER 
. i 

In the first chapter, the theme of marriage, chastity, the double 

standard and sexual freedom was illustrated in the development of the plot, 

which was partly furthered by the minor rustic characters and partly by the 

actions and desires of the protagonists themselves. In this chapter I wish 

to examine to what extent the delineation of character, as revealed by the 

minor rustic characters, helps to develop the theme. 

There are two ways in which the minor rustics help delineate the 

character of the protagonists. Through close association with them, they 

may often bring out a point about the protagonists by acting either as a 

foil and contrast, or by revealing similarities. Further, Hardy sho\\ls a 

sympathetic attitude towards a main character when he portrays him in a 

rustic setting in which he is at home. But his treatment of Lucetta is 

sympathetic even though she is shmvn to be an alien in Wessex. Then, the 

rustics describe a character by giving information about his actions or 
, 

behaviour. This may take the form of comment, gossip, or information. 

In Far from the Madding Crowd, the minor rustic, Fanny, helps to 

reveal the character of Troy in her meeting with him outside the barracks 

I in the snow. The significance of this encounter in terms of the theme is 

that Troy is shown in his relationship with a maid servant to exhibit that 

class distinction on which the'double standard is founded. That Fanny 

1 Hardy, Thomas, Far from the Madding Crmvd, rew York: MacMillan, 
1968, pp. 98-103. 

42 
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should have to meet him outside the barracks and in the snOhl, and that 

she should further have to speak to him on such a personal subject as 

marriage, while he has forgotten to seek permission from his superiors, 

shows the plight of a girl in Fanny's position. Sympathy is gained for 

Fanny because the l'eader has already made her acquaintance when she meets 

Gabriel Oak,2 and Oak's favourable impression" of her, and the concern of 

" 3 4" 
Bathsheba and of Boldwood for her welfare~ tend to focus attention on 

her worth as a human being regardless of her social class. The setting 

is also significant: 5 Hardy disliked the cold, and especially in juxta-

position with the idyllic environment of the scenes in the rest of the 

novel, the physical background .in this scene is especially harsh, symbolic 

of the ruthless treatment meted out to Fanny by Troy, and hence by society, 

later in the book. I find the "Ha-ha - Se"rgeant - "ho-ho! II and the "low 

6 peal of laughter" which greets Troy from his colleagues throws light on 

the fact that they. merely felt that this was a good joke and something to 

tease him"about, whereas it cost Fanny her job (in that she hadn't the 

face to stay on), her position in the society or community in which she 

lived, and f.inally, as with Lucetta, her life and possibly that of her 

child. 

2Ibid ., pp. 61-62. 

3Ibid ., pp. 80-82. 

4Ibid:, p. 88. 

S Hardy, F.E., The Life of Thomas Hardy, London: l-lacMillan, 1962. 
6 " 
Hardy, Far From the Madding Crowd, "p. 103. 



The next scene in which Fanny also· helps, by her relationship 

with Troy, to sho\'/ up his unreliability and his quickly hurt pride, is 

that in \vhich she meets him after she has waited for him at the wrong 

7 church. That Troy turns up at all is surprising; that he refuses to 

marry her on the pretext that she did not turn up at the right church 
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only goes to show further that Troy is unreliable. Hardy's delineation 

of Troy's character seems a·trifle forced and inconsistent. He seems to 

contrive his character to fit in with the plot. Troy com~s alive only 

,.,hen he affirms his love for Fanny and plants the flowers on her grave, 

having set up a tomb for her. S 

In !!:.e.~, the furmi ty-woman brings out an important aspect of 

Hencha'rd's character in her court-scene disclosure. 9 It is astounding 

that Henchard should not only have admitted his guilt in auctioning his 

\vife; but more especially, have admitted ·what was not true J that he was 

no better than she \vas J and hence not fi t to be magistrate. 

The relevance of Henchard's deep-rooted guilt, comparable to that 

of Tess and Sue, in terms of the theme, is that it is Henchard's excessive 

act of atonement for what he believes to have been a wrong act on his part 

that makes the reader see Henchard's personal problem as well as the theme 

7Ibid ., p. 133. 

8Ibid ., pp. 333-335 and pp. 346-347. 

9Hardy, Thomas, The Mayor of Gasterbridge, New York: Mac.niillan, 
1965, pp. 202-203. 
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of whether marriage should be dissoluble, in proportion. In the first place, 

Susan could be said to be aimost as much to blame for the auction as her 

husband. Whereas Henchard is drunk, and therefore not fully responsible 

for his actions, Susan is sober. The Staylace dealer does appeal to her 

k . f h' b l' 10 to ta e no notIce 0 IS elaVlour. Further, not only does Henchard 

try to find her \'Ihen he is sober;land leave word with the furmitY-\'Ioman 

concerning his \'IhereaboutsFbut he also keeps his vow not to drink any 
. 13 

liquor for twenty-one years. More significant, he remarries Susan on 

her reappearance purely out of a sense of duty, just as he is later ready 

to marry Lucetta primarily because he feels it is his duty as well. But 

on the theme of the permanency of marriage, Hardy \'Iould seem to have been 

against Henchard' s remarriage, as is shown by his treatment of the court-

ship: 

The visit was repeated again and again with 
business-like determination by the Mayor, \'Iho 
seemed to have schooled himself into a course of 
strict mechanical rightness towards this woman of 
prior claim, at any expense to the later one and 
to his own sentiments. 

One afternoon the daughter was not indoors 
when Henchard came, and he said drily, 'This is 
a very good opportunity for me to ask you to name 
the happy day, Susan.' 14 

Hardy's attitude is revealed in the use of his diction and syn-

10Ibid . , p. 15. 

llIbid. , p. 23. 

12Ibid . , p. 27. 

13Ibid . , pp. 39 and 264. 

l4 Ibid . , p. 85. 
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tax. The words 'repeated', 'again and again' and 'business-like deter-

mination' accentuate the idea expressed in 'strict mechanical rightness', 

and also convey the feeling of Henchard doing something, as did Sue in 

returning to Phillotson, that was against 'his own sentiments' and, 

Hardy suggests, human nature. The use of the cliche 'to name the happy 

day~ betrays the emphasis on convention and on formality at the expense 

of"feeling. Hardy seems to evoke a natural ~epugnance against the 

concept of doing one's duty in such cases, when it goes completely 

against the feelings of the victim. This is further developed in Jude 

the Obscure when Sue returns to Phillotson out of a similar sense of 

duty and much greater disinclination - revulsion. Hardy continues to 

make Henchard's motives more explicit: 

He pressed on the preparations of his union, 
or rather, reunion, with this pale creature in a 
dogged, unflinching spirit which did credit to 
his conscientiousness. Nobody would have conceived 
from his outward demeanour that there was no amatory 
fire or pulse of romance acting as a stimulant to 
the bustle going on in his gaunt, great house; 
nothing but three large resolves - one, to make 
amends to his neglected Susan; another, to' provide 
a home for Elizabeth-Jane under his paternal eye; 
and a third, to castigate himself with the thorns 
which these restitutory acts brought in their 
train; among which the lowering of his dignity in 
public opinion by marrying so comparatively humble 
a woman. IS 

That he succeeded in his last aim is borne out 'by the comment of Coney: 

. 'Tis 
my settlements in 
daze me if ever I 
take so little! 

five and forty'years since I had 
this here town,' said C<;mey; 'but 
see a man wait so long before to 

There's a chance even for thee 

15 Hardy, The Mayor, p. 86. 



after this, Nance Mockridge.'16 

If the furmity-woman has been used as a tool to provide the 

occasion on which Henchard shows most clearly his black-and-white 

concept of morality that requires him to place duty before the grati-

fication of personal desires in a ruthless and unflinching manner, 

-what Irving Howe would call Hardy's romanticism17 is revealed in the 

character of Lucetta. As I have said in Chapter I, Lucetta keeps 

herself remarkably aloof from the minor rustic characters, and this 

itself indicates that this alien to Casterbridge has not identified 
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herself with Wessex and she remains the invader who disrupts the life 

of three main characters, Hench~rd, Farfrae and Elizabeth-Jane. It is 

fitting that to the rustics, Lucettas is an unknown quantity, and as 

such they do not help (except in a negative manner) to delineate her 

character with one or two relatively unimportant exceptions. But they 

help to bring out in high relief Lucetta' s foreign ism. Her fashionable 

.clothes, of which the planners of the skinunington-ride take notice only 

h . I 18 h f' . h th to taunt er more conspicuoUS y, even t every urnlture is sue at 

19 is not seen in those parts. It is in her relationship with Henchard, 

Farfrae and Elizabeth-Jane that Lucetta's character is developed so 

l6 Ibid ., p. 87. 

17 Howe, Irving, Thomas Hardy, Ne\v York: MacMillan, 1967, 
pp. 24 and 63. 

18 Hardy, The Mayor, pp. 176, 279. 

19Ibid ., p. 176. 
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that it helps to develop the theme. In her actions and behaviour, Lucetta 

represents a reversal of the old and stable sense of values based on a 

clearly-defi~ed code of ethics like that which governs Elizabeth-Jane. 20 

She has the courage or the wilfulness and lack of prudence, depending on 

one's point of view, to decid,e to marry tIle' man she loves rather than the 

one to whom she is in all honour bound to marry when he will have her, as 

the following passage shows: 

'You carne to live in Casterbridge entirely on my 
account,' he" said. 'Yet now you are here you 
won't have anything to say to my offer!' He had 
hardly gone down the staircase when she dropped 
upon the sofa and jumped up aga.in in a fit of 
desperation. 'I will love him!' she cried 
passionately; as for him - he's hot-tempered and 
stern, and it would be madness to bind myself to 
him knowing that. I won't be a slave to the past 
I'll love where I choose! '21 

It is clear that Lucetta is looking for a pretext to give up Henchard. 

She summarises his character very accurately, and shows that she can 

see Henchard's violent temper in perspective, when she speaks to Elizabeth-

22 Jane near Susan's grave about the sort of man she thought Henchard was. 

The furmity-woman is wrong in thinking that she saved Lucetta from a bad 

nmrriage,23 as Hardy points out: 

But in respect of her subsequent conduct - her 
motive in corning to Casterbridge to unite herself with 
Henchard - her assumed, justi fication in abandoning' him 

20Ibid. , pp. 172, 215. 

2lIbid. , p. 179. 

22 Ibid ., p. 139. 

23}bid .. ' p. 259. 



when she discovered reasons for fearing him (though 
in truth her inconsequent passion for another man 
at first sight had most to do with the abandonment) 
- her method of reconciling to her conscience a 
marriage with the second when she w~s in a measure 
committed to the first: to what extent she spoke 
of these things remained Farfrae's.secret along' 24 

Possibly the only tvlO occasions when minor rustic characters help to 

49 

reveal her character have been referred to in Chapter I. Briefly, Jopp's 

request to Lucetta to ask Farfrae to give him a reference that he might 

25 find a job, and his hint that he knew her in Jersey, as well as her 

reply in answer to the comment of one of the ladies seated witll her on . , 
the occasion of the royal visit, that Farfrae was not Henchard's protege 

and owed him nothing,26 indicates an all-tao-common human failing: an 

inclination to take no notice of people wh? do not seem to be within the 

orbit of the small circle. of people we love, and a tendency to make a 

false statement as a result of ignorance of the facts. Perhaps Elizabeth-

Jane would not have behaved with the same haste and lack of discretion; 

but Hardy took particular pains to make of Elizabeth-Jane an exemplary 

woman, with one exception, her not forgiving Henchard. 27 
It is signifi-

cant that even Lucetta's indiscretion in this case is the result of her 

utter absorption in Farfrae and her over-readiness to credit him with 

24 Ibid . , p. 288. 

25 
]'he, Mayor, 252-253. Hardy, pp. 

26Ibid . , pp. 266-267. 

27 Ibid. , pp. 316-326. 
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every possible point in his favour. 

Lucetta is yet another of those Hardy women who love 

passionately, often indiscreetly, and almost always squander their love" 

on a man who is incapable of returning such \\'holeheated affection. The 

point then is whether or not Hardy's treatment of Lucetta and, therefore, 

of the values she repres'ents, is sympathetic, 'or not. Hardy's treatment 

of the character of Lucetta shows that he tends to use the rustic charac-

ters to represent the old order and its values. But in Far From the Madding 

Crowd, the sense of values of the minor rustics are a standard by which to 

judge the other characters, so that their acceptance of'Oak when he shows 

no fastidious partiality to cleanliness28 is an indication that Oak is a 

good chap, and Troy's inability to fit in with the farming world of Wessex, 

l 'f' d b h' f f h h 29 h' 1 f h as exemp 1-1e y 1S wrong orecast 0 t e weat er~ 1S neg ect 0 t e 

hay_picks,30 and his introduction of brandy at the second half of the 

'stag' celebration of his wedding .31 In The Mayor, the rustics' are 

depicted \~i th a harsher realism portraying human nature in all its sordid 

potential, and with none of the 'romantic glow' of the earlier novels. I 

would say that this is because Hardy moves to\oJards Jude, where the minor 

rustic characters are no longer used as some kind of moral shock absorbers 

to act as a buffer between the reader of his day, (who could be suppos_~d 

to be firmly entrenched in the stable values of conventional Christianity), 

28 Far From the Madding Crowd, 62-68. Hardy, pp. 

29 b'd ~., pp. 270, 272. 

30Ibid ., p. 278. 
,:{1 

~"'Ibi.d. , p. 270. 
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and the newer questioning based on intellectual scepticism which began in 

the 1860's, when England went through an "Intellectual Crisis".32 

Two aspects in particular show that Hardy is sympathetic to 

Lucetta, and, by implication, to the romantic values which emphasise the 

role of the individual and his right to happiness. The shocking nature 

of Lucetta's death would seem to indicate that. Hardy wishes to evoke 

sympathy for Lucetta, because to feel sympathy, or even merely pity, is 

a step closer towards ~nderstanding. Secondly, it is' in the style of his 

writing that Hardy reveals a sympathetic attitude towards Lucetta. It is 

this which makes her so fascinatingly alive that she becomes the centre 

of interest while Elizabeth-Jane is ignored. 33 Hardy conveys Lucetta's 

attractive personality by showing the effect it has on the two men in 

the story: first Henchard and then Farfrae, until both are totally 

absorbed in Lucetta. What makes this point more forceful is that before 

her arrival, Elizabeth-Jane was considered something of a beauty in 

Casterbridge,34 and it is significant that Farfrae takes.renewed notice 

of her as soon as, by her death, Lucetta's presence is no longer a more 

t " d" . 3S attrac lve lstractlon. The effect she had on Farfrae's first visit, 

·which was meant for Elizabeth-Jane, can be summed up in the sentence that 

occurs at the end of his visit: "Farfrae was shown out, it having entirely 

32 Rutland, IV.R., Thomas Hardy, New York: Russell and Russell, 
1962. 

33 The Mayor, p. 179. 

34Ibi~:, p. 98. 
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escaped him that he had called to see Elizabeth.
36 

Hardy captures the petty 

dishonesty and the airs of a coquette: when the Mayor is announced just 

after Farfrae has. left, what would have been a triumph for Lucetta is now 

merely an anti-climax: "'Oh! Then tell him that as I have a headache r 
37 won't detain him today.' If This is the second time that Lucetta has not 

been in to the Mayor, a man of respect and importance in Casterbridge. 

Another trait in the coquette that Hardy frequently notices is remarked 

upon: 

Lucetta had come to Casterbridge to quicken 
Henchard's feelings with regard to her. She 
had quickened them, and now she was indifferent 
to the achievement' 38 

H d ' 1 f d 1 h d'} 39 h ar )' s portraya 0 Lucetta oes . not g oss over eT IS lOnesty, er 

unfairness and self-centred egoism in her relationship with Elizabeth-

40 
Jan~J and yet the very failings of Lucetta make her more human and more 

credible, in many ways much more so than Elizabeth-Jane. She uses the 

innocent Elizabeth-Jane. as a cover in order to facilitate Benchard' s visits 

. 41 
to her, but as soon as she discovers from Elizabett-Jane that the last 

person Henchard would be likely to visit is his supposed daughter, she has 

no scruples in feeling, initially, that she must go. She does not tell 

El ' b h J h f h ' . h 42 d 1 h lza et - ane t at Far rae as come to VISIt er, an ater s e expro-

priates him to such an extent that it never seems to dawn on her that 

36Ibid ., p. 165. 

37Ibid . 

38Ibid ., p. 166. 

39Ibid ., p. 197. 
On "(ne other hand, she is 
rationalization. p. 285. 

40Ibid ., p. 157. 

But she is shown to be honest as well. p. 153. 
inclined towards self-deception and a tendency towards 

41. Ibid. 42 Hardy, The Mayor, 
p. 152. 
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Elizabeth may have had a prior claim to Farfrae's interest, not to mention 

wonder lvhat could have been the nature of the relationship between them. 

She is self-centred and wholly occupied with her OIVfl emotional life, and 

lacks to a remarkable degree even a tenth part of that insight into 

other people's feelings and mind that Elizabeth-Jane possesses to an 

unusual extent. It is this self-centredness, ·which extends merely to 

embracing the man she ~oves, Farfrae, that makes her so unimaginative as 

to the needs of her husband's employees, for 43 example, Jopp, or to the 

claims of others, for example, her husband's 44 patron, Henchard, much less 

is she aware of the population of the rest of Casterbridge as represented 

by the minor rustic characters. Lucetta lacks social consciousness: this 

could be one aspect of her romanticism. She lacks that awareness of, and 

that sense of duty towards, the less fortunate, which ideally in the nine-

teenth century, those with property would have felt towards those without. 

She represents that comparatively modern class of person who feels that 

his economic prosperity does not require any social (in a brQad sense) 

obligations. In these two attitudes, Lucetta represents a newer type of 

individual who is a threat to the older social and economic order. The 

minor rustic characters recognize this ~nstinctively. What could have 

saved her would have been her acceptance by Casterbridge in the way Farfrae 

was accepted for his worthwhile qualities; or in a manner comparable to the 

way in which Oak was accepted by the work-folk at Weatherbury farm. In this 

sense, I wish to stress that the very fact that Lucetta has nothing to do 

43 .. 
Ibld., pp. 252-253. Contrast this with Henchard's personal involve-

ment with his employees, e.g. Whittle. 

44Ibid ., pp. 266-267. 



54 

with the minor rustic characters is significant in revealing aspects of her 

character important to the development of the theme of marriage, chastity, 

the double standard and sexual freedom. 

When I say that Hardy's treatment of Lucetta's character is 

sympathetic, I mean that it would seem that he presents the romantic view 

that the attainment of personal happiness is the legitimate aim of an 

individual, so that duties conflicting with this aim may be considered of 

secondary importance. And it is in his style of presenting doing one's 

duty for its own sake, especially when it represents i direct negation of 

the attainment of personal happiness, for example in the case of Henchard 

and of Sue, that this is revealed mo~t clearly. Further, his delineation 

of her character is sympathetic in the sense that he shows an insight and 

an understanding of the character of woman. The pO'rtrayal of Lucetta' s 

character is so attractive because it is so true to life. 

If Lucetta is vividly portrayed - she is not irrelevantly associated 

45 in our minds with a bright cherry red - Elizabeth-Jane is portrayed with 

the fine delicacy of a Chinese painting. The minor rustic tharacters play 

a minor but significant part in delineating those aspects of her character 

that help to develop the theme of the attitude of society to\vards illegiti-

macy, which is an extension of the theme of chastity and sexual f~eedum. 

Elizabeth-Jane's contact with the minor rustics is important because she 

is an alien to Casterbridge who has been accepted by the people as a 

result of her own worth, as shown by her social consciousness and her 

adaptability,'as well asher modesty, patience, prudence, unselfishness 

4S Hardy, The Mayor, p. 167. 
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and willingness to serve others and to do her best in any situation. 

In the delineation of her character Hardy makes one of the most subtely 

effective points in the development of the theme of illegitimacy: namely, 

46 that an illegitimate child can be "a flower of Nature". Hence the 

significance of the portrayal of the character of Elizabeth-Jane and in 

particular, of her acceptance by society as represented by the minor 

rustic characters. 

To some extent, I get the impression that Hardy's delineation of 

Elizabeth-Jane is a bit strained by the burden of having to make her a 

paragon of virtue in order to make her acceptable in spite of, in a 

't' I h t' f'll " 47 Al 'k ' 'h conven lona sense, er s aln 0 1 egltllnacy. so, In 'eeplng ,nt 

conventional opinion, she has to be made worthy of Farfrae. I have 

discussed the irony of.this in Chapter I. I think it is partly because 

of this that Elizabeth-Jane has only the one major fault of not forgiving 

48 Henchard, and this very absencc of human failings makes her a little 

less credible than Lucetta, and she only narrowly escapes being a prig 

like Jane Austen's Fanny in Mansfield Park. In contrast with Lucetta, 

Elizabeth-Jane represents the old values. I feel that Hardy has to make 

her credible and likeable because she is the flower of naturc, and Q.t the ;', 

same time he cannot emphasise Lucetta's romantic values, with which I have 

suggested he is in sympathy, without at the same time making the opposite 

values seem unacceptable. But in order that Elizabeth will be socially 

46Ibid ., p. 318. 

47 Of course, the public do not knm\' this; but the reader does. 

48 . 
Hardy, The Mayor,; pp. 316 and 326. But p. 329 "" . . her 

heart softened towards the self-alienated man." 
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acceptable, she has to embody those very values that convention reveres. 

Hence the dichotomy: Elizabeth has to be undoubtedly a good girl whom 

everybody will immediately praise, and she has also got to stand for 

those very conventional values that Hardy is questioning. That Hardy 

succeeds in achieving \vhat would seem to be the impossible is to a 

great extent because of his essential integrity.49 Here is the relevance 

of the minor rustic characters. They represent the old order, for better, 

for worse l and newer ideas can be seen in p.erspective against this more 

stable background. Hence, those critics who say that "the minor rustics 

are used as a tool, that Hardy is condescending towards' them,50 that they 

merely present a romantic view ~f rural life, are missing the main point. 

The minor rustics help to delineate the character of Elizabeth-

Jane whenever they are seen in association with her. In a sense, the now 

familiar furmity-woman is the occasion for revealing one of the most 

important and significant traits in the character of Elizabeth-Jane; her 

. , '1 b'l' 51 preoccupatIon Wltl respect a 1 Ity. When her mother speaks to her, (and 

gets the very important information concerning Henchard's whereabouts, and 

the hint that Henchard wants her to know this is an indication of his 

repentance), she feels that it is not respectable: "Don't speak to her -

52 it isn't r.espectable!" Also,. it is at the Three Mariners that "tbe mj.nor 

49It is because Hardy, living in an age when basic values were 
questioned and newer ones were asserting themselves - a social and intel
lectual phenomenon that continues to the present day - was inclined to 
experience the sort of ambivalence that many of us still feel today, caught. 
up as some of us are between the old and the new. I feel that this is one 
aspect of the. special relevance that the writing of IIardy has for people 
today. Hardy's point of view is basically one of honest intellectual enquiry, 

50Howe , Irving, Thomas Hardy, New York: MacMillan, 1967, p, 50. 

SlIt may be co~ented in passing that this is. probably the concern of 
those people \'Iho feel insecure of their identity. In the case of Elizabeth 
this has ironical undertones. But in a sense, the perennial philosophical 
problem of ~1Bn':; identity ?-nd of his place in the universe was 01.1e of ll<;l-rdy' s 
concerns WhICh IS so pecullarly modern as well. (Hml'e also mentIons tIns as 
being ong

2
of Hardy's concerns). 
Hardy, The Mayor, p. 26. 
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rustics help to reveal three other important aspects of her character. 

The landlady sizes her up and decides to allow her to serve at the inn. 

The shrmvd business-woman realised that Elizabeth was reliable, and 

this is later seen to be one of her most important characteristics. 

Elizabeth can be trusted; she can adapt herself to a situation, and she 

is ready to be useful and to be economically self-reliant if need be. 

She is unselfish, and thinks of others before herself. In an intrusive 

comment, Hardy remarks: 

If there \Vas one good thing more than another 
which characterized this single-hearted girl it \Vas 
a willingness to sacrifice her personal comfort and 
digni ty to the common weal. 53 

Further, she feels quite at home amongst the rustics at the Three Mariners 

and shares both their appreciation for music as well as their admiration 

of the stranger, Farfrae: 

Elizabeth-Jane was fond of music; she could not 
help pausing to listen; and the longer she listened 
the more she \'las enraptured. She had never heard any 
singing like this; and it \Vas evident that the majority 
of the audience had not heard such frequently, for they 
were attentive to a much greater degree than usual. 
They neither whispered, nor drank, nor dipped their 
pipe-stems in their ale to moisten them, nor pushed 
their mug to their neighbours' 54 

As in Shakespeare, a character is often judged by his fondness for music; 

as in the novels of Jane Austen, the sharing of a similar taste in music 

helps to bring people together. 

In her relationship with one of the rustics, namely Nance Mockridge,55 

and with the maid servants,56 Elizabeth-Jane shows a lack of class distinc-

tion. That she has adapted herself to her environment is shown by her picking 
r'7 

;).)Ibid. , p. 47. 

54 Ibid ., p. 55. 

55 Ibid . , p. 133. 
56Ibid . , p. 132. 
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] 1 d · 1 57 up t1e loca 1a ect. Although the minor rustics acclaim her as 

something of a beauty in Castcrbridge,58 Elizabeth-Jane is still modest 

about herself. Finally, in their role as commentators, the minor rustics 

praise her: 

Mrs. Stannidge, having rolled into the large 
parlour one evening and said that it was a wonder 
that such a man as Farfrae, 'a pillow of the town' 
who might have chosen one of the daughters of the 
professional men or private residents, should stoop 
so low, Coney ventured to disagree with her. "No, 
rna' am, no wonder at al,1. 'Tis she that r s stooping 
to he - that's my opinion. A widow man - whose 
first wife was no credit to him - what is it for a 
young perusing woman that's her own mistress and 
well liked? But as a neat patching up of things 
I see much good in it. When a man have put upa 
tomb of best marble-stone to the other one, as 
he've done, and weeped his fill, and thought it 
allover, and said to hisself, 'T'other took me in; 
I knawed this one first; she's a sensible piece for 
a partner,~ and there's no faithful woman in high 
life now'; - well, he may do worse than not to take 
her, if she's tender-inclined' 59 

The conmlent is ironic is so far as it reflects on the propriety of a 

widower's second marriage. 

The minor rustics play no part in developing Elizabeth-Jane's 

conservative point of view, other than by helping to introduce to the 

reader her preoccupation with respectability l1hen her mother speaks to 

the furmity-woman, because, as I have already stated, this important 

57Ibid ., p. 131'. 

58Ibid . , p. 98. 

59 The Mayor, 308. Hardy, p. 
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aspect of her character is developed mainly in her relationship with 

Lucetta, especially in her role of confidante to Lucetta. Hardy's 

treatment of Elizabeth's conventional views is significant because it 

reveals his own attitude to the issue of pre-marital sexual freedom. 

Whether or not Henchard and Lucetta ought to mar)~y each other regardless 

of their own feelings, merely because Lucetta.has compromised herself 

with him60 and because, in Henchard's own 'words, he has a duty, (as a 

gentleman, no doubt), to silence her old Jersey enem1es, depends on the 

extent to which it is considered that premarital sex is wrong; and secondly, 

on the extent to which a woman's technical virginity belongs only to the 

man who marries her. 61 I would like to suggest that the relatively 

static response which Elizabeth-Jane betrays towards the issue of whether 

Lucetta should keep her word to marry Henchard, juxtaposed ,'/i th the more 

spontaneously emotional reaction of Lucetta, would seem to indicate that 

Hardy's own feelings are inclined towards those of Lucetta. That Lucetta 

is selfish is irrelevant: the romantic concern for the gratificatiori of 

personal happiness is essentially egoistic, and it is assumed that the 

happiness of an individual is of relatively more importance than the 

integrity of society. There is a certain inflexibility, a complete lack 

of partiality that is both the strength and the weakness of a rigid ethical 

code, in Elizabeth-Jane's moral response to this issue that betrays a lack 

of that sensitivity and imagination which is required to make our moral 

awareness a growing response, not merely a reflex action. Because when 

habit conditions us to moral reflex actions, we cease to examine an issue 

60~t... ~ • __ 
~ulU., p. 1/;'. 

6lThis problem recurs in Tess. 
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both intellectually and emotionally, and our moral awareness is inclined to 

deaden and slowly die, until we have forgotten the reason for those precepts 

which society finds useful as a guide to social (in a broad sense) behaviour. 

The minor rustics, Tess's family, help to reveal aspects of her 

character important to the development of the theme of chastity and 

marriage in their association with her: pride, a tendency towards "excessive 

guil t and despair, and an incFnation towards a peasant fat,alism. whereas she 

has none of her mother's ability to make the most of what little life has to 

offer. I wish to show that these qualities in her character are used to 

develOp the concepts of chastity and marriage. In the first place, it was 

Tess!s family pride that made her decide to take the beehives t6 market 

herself, with only the twelve-yeal'-old Abraham to accompany her, instead 

of adopting her mother's suggestion: "'Some young feller, perhaps, would 

go? 62 One of them who were so much after dancing with lee yesterday'''. 

The wisdom in allowing a young and pretty girl to make a relatively long 

journey along a lonely road at night, accompanied only by a sleepy child, 

is questionable. Also, her excessive guilt for the accidental death of 

Prince, is out of all proportion to the circumstances. Was it not just 

as much, if not more so, the fault of the head of "the Durbeyfield ship", 

63 as Hardy would seem to suggest? Or even of her mother, in allm</ing the 

daughter to" over-rule 'her wiser suggestion? It is Tess's behaviour as a 

62 Hardy, Thomas, Tess of the d'Urber-Villes, Ne\</ York: MacMillan, 
1966, p. 38. 

63Ibid ., p. 32. 
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result of her needlessly excessive guilt, and her very strongly developed 

sense of responsibility for the welfare of her family, which is important 

'in studying her character and how it helps to develop the theme of chastity 

and marriage later in the story. It is the minor rustics lvho first reveal 

-significant aspects of her character. Directly as a result of feeling that 

she was responsible for the death of Prince.' on which, to a: great extent, 

the haggling business-depended. 64 Tess deCides it is her duty to make 

amends to her family and contribute to th,eir means of livelihood by 

giving ln to her mother's plan that she should go to 'Tratridge and claim 

kin with their supposed relatives there. 65 But earlier, Tess quite rightly 

66 feels that she would prefer to. get work. What is significant is that 

Tess's guilt makes her forget a proper sense of pride - "But Tess's pride 

made the part of poor relation one of particular distaste to her,,67 - and 

makes her give in to the suggestions of both her father and her mother 

when she knows they are both wrong. Earlier, her family pride makes 

her angry that her girl friends should so much as suggest that her father 

is . b' d68 d h lne rlate an s e decides to take the beehives to market rather 

than let the village know why her father cannot make the trip himself69 

and now here she is giving in to the foolishness of her parents. The 

pattern of self-pity and indep.endence. followed by guilt. the need to 

64Ibid . , p. 44. 

65 Ibid . , p. 45. 

66I~id. , 

67Ibid . 

IlR 
~~Ibid., p. 22. 

69Ibid ., p. 38. 
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make some atonement for her guilt, and her final despair and the forgetting of 

her family prideLappears later \vi th tragic results. Later, after her 

first visit to Trantridge, Tess decides to go and \vork forthe'Stoke 

d'Urbervilles only in order to help her family and make up for killing 

Prince. I feel that Hardy wishes to emphasise Tess's fatalism and her 

refusal to give herself a chance by forgettirig little things in the past 

and going boldly into-the future, relying 'on her own intelligence and her 

own initiative, rather than making excuse~ for being a tool in the hands 

of her foolish parents, which is another way of abdicating responsibility 

for her own actions. But at the same time, Hardy seems to be inconsistent 

in that he wishes to remind th.e reader that sometimes circumstances are 

beyond our control. Tess knows that her mother's matrimonial designs are, 

to use her own word;, 'silly' .70 Why then does she· not refuse to go? I 

feel that Hardy could be said to imply that Tess is responsible for her 

actions, but at the same time leaves room for doubt, in the following 

passage: 

Having at last taken her course, Tess was less 
restless and abstracted, going about her business with 
some self-assurance in the thought of acquiring another 
horse for her father by an occupation which would not be 
onerous. She had hoped to be a teacher in a school, but 
the fates seemd to decide otherwis·e. Being mentally older 
than her mother she di.d not regard Mrs. Durbeyfield' s 
matrimonial hopes for her in a serious aspect for a moment. 
The light-minded woman had been discovering good matches 
for her daughter almost from the year of her birth' 71 

I have underlined the passage which I think is most significant, because 

Hardy's comment on fate could either be ironical or it could be taken at 

70 Hardy, Tess, p. 58. 

7I Ib1'd., 59 p. . Italics added. 
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face value. Either it was not fate that decided otherwise, in that 

Tess loses sight of her objective by being over-concerned about detail, 

or circumstances did indeed give her no real choice. This ambiguity is 

repeated later in the story after Clare leaves Tess. Psychologically, 

the characterization of Tess. is very credible. Tess lacks ruthlessness; 

she slips back easily into a peasant fatalism; and she has a woman's 

inclination to allow trifles to deflect her ·from her main objective. 

These significant aspects of Tess's character, which are revealed 

in her association with her family, help to develop the theme of chastity 

and marriage •. At one level Hardy does not \'1ish to minimise Tess's own 

responsibility either for her seduction by Alec, or of her return to Alec 

as his mistress. Hence the separation from her husband and her suffering. 

afterwards are the consequences of her own actions and of her voluntarily 

revelation of her secret. And in spite of this, I wish to stress that 

Hardy feels that Tess is essentially a chaste and worthy woman. This is 

because Hardy does not feel that the experience of sexual intercourse between 

an adult man and a physically grown-up woman leaves ~ a 'stain' 'on a person's 

character, and he shows that a generous love such as that which Tess had 

for Clare is not necessarily made the less worthy because she finally and 

weakly consents to become the mistress of her first seducer in order to 

alleviate the financial distress of her family, instead of going for 

financial help to the parents of the man '4ho deserts her soon after they 

are married. Tess is wrong in going back to Alec; but her love for 

Clare still remained worthwhile. Tess does not have instinctively the 

middle-class notion of equating what is essentially a love relationship 

with the sordid notion.of financial remuneration. She does not feel that 
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because she is married to Clare she is entitled to money from him even 

though he has deserted her. It is significant that she does not, unlike 

Alec and Clare, view their obligations to her solely in terms of money, 

as the Victorian middle-class were inclined to do.72 She does not consent 

to live as Alec's mistress after her first 'seduction because she does not 

1 h · 73 ove 1m. But the fact remains that Tess finally prostitutes herself 

to Alec solely for the financial and social betterment of her family, 

and incidentally, herself. This is the pathos and the irony of Tess's 

situation. 

I wish to stress that Hardy does not really gloss over Tess's 

responsibility for her initial seduction, though, in order to be printed 

at all and read in serial form by al1 the members of a Victorian family, 

he had to be inexplicit about the seduction. In the first place, Tess 

was a tactless prig when she was so sweeping in her condemnation of Car 

and her friends: " and if I had known you was of that sort, I wouldn't 

h.ave so let myself down as to have come with a \.,rhorage as this is! ,,74 she 

says with the recklessness of the young and the innocent. ThE;n, having 

waited till that late hour in order to have their company on the way home, 

rather than risk being escorted by Alex, she loses her head and actually 

accepts his "proffered aid and'company" with what seems like relief, if 

not gratitude. 75 And finally, and most significant of all, Tess is not 

72 i--1arcus, Steven, The Other Victorians, New York: 1966. And 
Gordon Rattray Taylor, The Angel Makers, London: Heineman, 1958. 

73 Hardy, Tess, p. 96. 

74 Ibid ., p. 83. 

75 Ibid . , p. 84. 



raped; she is seduced: 

She had dreaded him, winced before him, succumbed 
to adroit advantages he took of her helplessness; then, 
temporarily blinded by his ardent manners, had been 
stirred to confused surrender awhile; had suddenly 
despised and disliked him, and had. run awaY'76 

6S 

Because Hardy wishes to arouse the social consciousness of the middle-

class Victorian reader, he has to stress the seduction and to minimise 

Tess's actual guilt. "He wishes to show that there is no such thing as 

the low and vulgar passions of the working-class female 77 and hence his 

attempt to show Tess's ignorance of the extent of sexual encounter 

necessary to involve possible conception: 

'How could I be" expected to know? I w·as a 
child when I left this house four months ago. Why 
didn't you tell me there was danger in men-folk? 
Why didn't you warn me? Ladies know what to fend 
hands against, because they read novels that tell 
them of these tricks; but I never had the chance 
0' learning in that way, and you did not help me! '79 

This passage is interesting and very relevant for the following reasons . 

. First of all, Hardy surprises the Victorian middle-class reader with the 

notion that in the eyes of the working-class girl, it is the middle-

class woman who has an opportunity of knowing about sex. The reference 

to the novel is ironical. It was no circulation library novel or seria-

lised fiction that Hardy had in mind, but most probably he was referring 

76Ibid ., p. 100. 

77This will be discussed further in Chapter IV. 

78Th1s statement ,.,.i11 be qualified in discussing the character of 
Arabelle. 

79 
Hardy, Tess, p. 100. 



66 

to the vast amount of pornography that was read by the Victorian 

middle--and upper-classes (though it must have been relatively few women 

who managed to get hold of this underground literature). Tess is shown 

to be as innocent and as sensitive as any well-born girl: Alec finds 

her sensitivity suitably unappropriate for a girl of her- class. 80 On 

the other hand, I wish to point out that it is unlikely that Tess 

cannot know, as a result of an instinctive fear, the perilous extent of 

the sexual encounter. To that extent Tess must be held responsible for 

her seduction. It is hardly likely that a girl who has been brought up 

in the country, shares a room with so many brothers and sisters, and has so 

many younger brothers and sisters, has no knOWledge at all of sexual 

intercourse. It is much more probable that, not having ever experienced 

erotic titillation of the kind that Alex must have produced in her, Tess's 

natural response of pleasure is greater than her fear, and that it makes 

her incapable of considering as relevant the conventional moral implications. 

But to the extent that there is no evidence or indication that Alec uses 

force rather than different forms of persuasion in accordance with the 

nature of his pursuit, Tess must be held partially responsible for her 

first sexual encounter. 

The whole point is that Hardy does not \\'ish to show Tess as being 

completely unresponsible; rather he wishes to show that this incident in 

her life was not of itself a tragedy: her pregnancy may be considered to 

have been the result of an action, in accordance with causation, or the 

consequence of one's own actions. The significatn point which makes Tess 

essentially chaste is that she refuses to become Alec's mistress because 

she does not love him. Hardy wishes to show that a working-class girl 

80Ibid ., p. 67. 
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has a sense of honour and that her integrity is as precious to her as it 

might be assumed to be to a woman of a higher class: 

'I have said so, often. It is true. I 
have never really and truly loved you, and I 
think I never can.' She added mournfully, 
'Perhaps, of all things, a lie oh this thing 
wQuld do the most good to me now; but I have 
honour enough left, little as 'tis, not to 
tell that lie. If I did love you' I may have 
the best of causes for letting you know it. 
But I don't! '81 . 

On the other hand, although Alec had not said a word on matrimony, Hardy 

remarks: IIHOI',1 a convulsive snatching at social salvation might have 

impelled her to answer him she could not say.1f82 This draws attention 

to Tess's social humiliation, even though her mother, who is two hundred 

years behind Tess in her outlook83 and whose mental age is lower than 

84 that of her daughter makes the predominantly middle-class mistake of 

wanting to better the family financially and socially by means of an 

advantageous marriage for her daughter, and falls into the working-class 

.trap of respecting a gentleman for his birth almost more than the gentle-

man prided himself for the same reason. On the other hand, both Mr. and 

Mrs. Durbeyfield really believe that Alec is their kinsman, and hence that 

they are of as good, in fact better, blood than he is. So much for the 

complexities of human motivation, so that too neat a compartmental-isation 

defeats its own purpose. 

81 Tess, 96. Hardy, p. 

82 Ibid ., p. 100. 

83Ibid . , p .. 31. 

84Ibid . , p. 59. 
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Now just as Tess allows herself to be finally seduced by Alec 

because of her weakness at the last moment, after a long period of persevering 

against his snares, similarly she allowed herself to be seduced the second 

time after a long period of self-abnegation, mainly because she tends to 

despair at the last moment. Tess's weakness is that human vulnerableness 

that \Ve are all subject to. Hers is that essential lack of self-discipline 

that is so universal that Christ dared one-to throw the first stone. It is 

because Tess shares in that weakness that all humanity is prone to, that we 

suffer with her, and cannot help loving her. This is ·Hardy' s achievement: 

no longer can the fallen woman be an obj ect of scorn and ostracism; no _ 

longer can we be rigid about \",hat constitutes chastity and is core llary. 

Each individual case has to be ex~dncd'orr its own. 

The tendency towards excessive guilt, pride and despair that 

the minor rustics, Tess's family, reveal in the character of Tess, are 

used to develop the theme of marriage, chastity and the double standard 

later in ~he story. It is Tess's feeling of guilt, and the desire to 

punish herself, that makes her tell Clare her secret. I cannot help 

feeling that her guilt (which her mother did not agree with in the least; 

as her letter which I quoted in the previous chapter makes quite explicit)85 

is the result of that middle-cl_ass orientated 'Nlltional School education 

which Tess received to the sixth standard and which no doubt helped to inculcate 

the conventional interpretation of Christian sexual morality so that there 

was that two hundred year gap between Tess and her mother. Secondly, like 

Maggie Tulliver, Tess goes to unnecessary extremes in sel~abnegation and 

85 Ibid ., p. 219. 



69 

in self-punishment that betray her lack of·self-di"scipline and so that it 

begins to be evident that it is not so much Tess's original seduction, 

ppegnancy and motherhood that are the cause of her misfortune and unhappiness 

now, but rather her refusal to allow the past to be a source of experience 

and to allow herself to live a full life when the tide turns, as it does in 

the story as well as, often enough, in life. The irony is that Tess believes 

in her loss of chastity86 and in the double standard87 even more than C.1are 

does. IIardy implicitly condemns as false the conventional code of his day, 

based on an interpretation of Christianity. To some extent, the conventions 

of society are the cause of the misfortune of generous people like Tess, who 

instinctively respond to the desire for life and'for living, but whose 

capaci.ty for growing with every human encounter is often stifled into 

ugliness, and barreness, at least partly because of conventional attitudes. 

This is symbolised by her unnatural shaving. of her eyebrows and, most poig-

nantly, by Flintcomb Ash, \vhich is poetically juxtaposed with the hope and 

fertility of the farm at Talbothays. How can Tess be conscious of her value 

as a human being when her education, at school and later under Clare, teaches 

her that the loss of her (technical) virginity, a commodity of the highest 

value in the middle-class orientated marriage market makes of her a fallen 

woman not fit for marriage; and that premarital sexual experience is 

socially acceptable so long as it is with a woman \vho is one's social 

inferior, sO.that the transaction can. be neatly concluded, if need b~, 

with a suitable sume of money. 

86 Hardy, Tess, : She feels Marian, Betty and Izz are more 
worthy of Clare merely because they are virgins. 

87 She meekly accepts Clare's condemnation of her-and feels 
shets not worthy to live ~ith him. 
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On the other hand, Tess is to be blamed for allowing her sense 

of pride, which is sometimes inappropriate, make her leave ho~e88 and 

postpone going to Clare's parents to ask for help. When she does finally 

make the attempt, she despairs too easily and turns back when she hears 

the discouragingly uncharitable remarks of Clare's clerical brothers and 

the Evangelical Miss Chaunt, that model of Christian female purity and 

propriety. Significantly, Tess turns back at this crisis in her life, 

only to meet temptation in the guise of, appropriately enough perhaps, 

a preacher. Had Tess gone for help where she was entitled to seek it, 

she would not have found herself in the arms of her initial seducer, 

Alec. But by refusing to believe in her own essential purity and worth 

as a human being, by refusing to accept. her seduction as contributing to 

that totality of experience that constitutes the life of any human being, 

Tess has willed herself into the position of the fallen woman. So fatalistic 

is her tendency, that she neither waits for a reply to her letter asking 

Clare to come back and save her from temptation, nor does she enquire from 

his parents whether there is news of him or whether he be dead or alive. 

And yet, how very natural are her reactions. The creation of Tess alone 

is a wonder that immortalises Hardy in the history of modern fiction. 

The minor rustics at Talbothays Farm reveal Clare's middle-

class sense of superiority to the workfolk; but it is in his relationship 

with Tess th,at he revea.ls that he is, the embodiment of conventional middle-

class morality, by upbringing and, more especially, by the rigid inflexi-

bility and complete lack of generosity and his incapacity, until his 

88 Hardy, Tess, p. 293. . .. that she gave her family twenty-
five of her fifty poul1ds-;- and later sent some more towards the repair of 
the family home so that she had to work for a living is understandable. 
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encounter with the fellow traveller in far away Brazil, either to appreciate 

fully or to accept the wholeness of Tess's love. I have referred in the 

previous chapter to the part Izz plays in revealing his own uncertain hold 

of that tendency towards "forty-eight hours of dissipation with a stranger". 

To go into further detail here may prove repetitive as well as a tedious 

labouring of a point. I think it will be more revealing to explore in 

Chapter IV Clare's contribution to a depiction of conventional Victorian 

middle-class morality, which, in juxtaposi~ion with the rural values of 

the workfolk, are an implicit revelation of Hardy's at·titude. 

The minor rustics do not help, in any significant way, to 

reveal the characters of Sue'2and Jude. Both Jude's sensitivity to animals 

(and birds) as well as his capacity for indulging in fantasy, are shown 

~9 90 quite early in his contact with the farmer and his aunt. Phillotson 

and Arabella help to delineate the characters of Sue and Jude so that it 

develops the theme of marriage and sexual freedom, but neither of them 

can be called either minor characters, or, properly speaking, rustics. 

This noticeable absence of rustics, including minor rustics, occurs because 

Jude is a modern novel in comparison with the others, and because in Jude, 

Hardy uses a completely different technique. It is a novel of a different 

91 genre. 

A few comments on the characters in Jude which throw light on 

89 Hardy, Thomas, Jude the Obscure, t\~w York: MacMillan, 1966, 
p. 20. 

~OIbid., p. 22. 

91 In the fourth chapter, I shall discuss 
the significance of the fUJ1ction of the rustics in relation to the effect 
of their absence in Jude. 
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the theme are appropriate. First of al1, Jude. The point that stands 

out about Jude is that he does not shirk the responsibility of his own 

actions. He marries Arabella after a brief courtship, and shows a surprising 

degree of tolerance when he realises he married her on the false assumption 

f1 
92 o ler pregnancy. Also, Arabella's seduction of Jude is significant, 

first, because it betrays Jude's sexual inexperience, (and by implication, 

would seem to comment ironically on the excessively bookish leaning of his 

classical and self-taught education: a classical education based on the 

humanities which leaves a rural scholar remarkably ignorant of one all 

too practical aspect of life - women). Secondly, whereas Jude is to a 

certain extent tricked into his first marriage, just as to a certain 

extent Sue is inexperienced and makes a mistake in marrying Phillotson 

for the first time, both the second marriages, like that of Henchard in 

The Mayor, Hardy seems to find unjustified morally. The second marriages 

are used to emphasise that the first marriages were a mistake in the first 

place, and the sooner they were dissolved and remained so, the better. 

Henchard, Sue and Jude do quite nicely having freed themselves legally 

from their first spouses. So does Arabella. Phillotson suffers for his 

honesty in making public certain aspects of the arrangement between him 

and his wife 93 which, I think, he would have been justified in keeping 

to himself and in felling the public only what was good for them to hear. 

The public, as represented by the min"or rustics in The Hayor and in Jude, 

reveal a level of intelligence and moral consciousness which is based on 

the lowest common denominator. The public is inclined to meddle with a 

92 Ibid ., pp. 63, 68. 

93Ibid ., p. 257. 
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person's personal concerns to an extent impinging on the privacy of the 

individual, _~nd should not be treated as an equal unless you wish to 

become their "victim. Either you put the public in its place or public 

opinion will control you. This is what happens in practice. 

Secondly, it is remarkable to what extent Sue is, like a 

spoilt child, given what she wants. There is the long-suffering 

Phillotson, ready to have her or leave her '" ,."hen practically no middle-

aged school-teacher of his day would have had her after she had compromised 

h " h f'· 1 94 . h d . 95 er reputat1.on 1.n t e "Irst p'"ace".-" not" to ment1.on t e secon Instance. 

And there is the even more long-suffering and incredibly continent Jude, 

especially incredible since we know his partiality for the passionate and 

earthy Arabella. After all, he did not have to sleep with her in that 

hotel at Aldminster 96 and she did have to t.ry too hard. Hardy plays never 

down the fact that Jude finds Arabella sexually attractive and makes it 

seem like a weakness every time, and he creates a dichotomy between Sue 

the companion and Sue the woman he desires because he loves her, beca:use 

in order to make Sue acceptable minimally to his Victorian pub~ic, she 

may be emancipated in every way but in that aspect which is significant, 

namely, sexually. I cannot help thinking that to some extent Hardy gives 

the impression that he too may be regrettably Victorian in that he refuses, 

as it were, to recognise Sue below the waist tQ us a phrase that is 

fittingly Victorian. Or he is afraid to .. It is not too clear which, 

94Ibid ., p. 164. 

95That is, by living with Jude without being married to him. 

96 Hardy, :.Jude, p. 252. 
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because Hardy is ambiguous as to whether or not he shares the belief of 

Sue that Arabella is coarse, 10\" and vulgar, although he probably does 

not. Sue, of course, thank Heaven, is free from such grossness; she 

only capitulates (notice the battle of the sexes type of Victorian 

terminology) like a woman of honour, when she is threatened by the loss 

of her man to the low, coarse and vulgar scheming of the fleshy Arabella 

who, of course, will stop at nothing to get her man! What a pity that 

97 Arabella adroitly manages to show Sue, the next morning at her hotel, 

that they both belong to a common womanhood. What's more, Arabella has 

a remarkably shrmvd insight into the relationship between her and Jude, 

and she gives her very good advice to marry Jude, Had she done it, she 

would have been a happy woman. I cannot help feeling that Arabella shows 

Sue up as something of an intellectual charlattan, and that the practical 

commonsense and the unerring sense of her objectives which Arabella 

displays are not oniy refreshing; but it breathes some sanity into Sue's 

type of mental confusion which is not only soul-destroying, but also 

self-.destructive, and as such, false as a guide to behaviour. 

She also manages to commit what is unforgivable in a woman 

because it ~nds towards the destruction of society: she c~strates Jude, 

in the sense that Jude is not in control of a situation even when he is 

in the right. Hence she goes back to Phillotson even though Jude makes 

98 some feeble,attempts to keep her. But Sue has never managed to give 

97 Jude, pp. 278-279. 

98Ibid ., pp. 358-367. J~de's lack of ability to make her 
see sense is a weakness of his. 



Jude that authority over their joint fortunes which is the salvation of 

a woman's happiness once she has found a man whom she loves and whose 

99 judgement she has learnt to respect. She goes back to Phillotson, she 

sacrifices three lives and a nearly perfect 'marriage', as Arabella 

shrewdly says: 

'She may swear on her knees to the holy 
cross upon her necklace till she's hoarse, 
but it won't be true!' said Arabella. 'She's 
never found peace since she's left his a.rms, 
and never will again till she's as he is now! '100 

75 

Significantly, it is Arabella, not Sue, who shows a grasp of the situation 

as well as an instinctive ability for survival in society which, in spite 

of nearly six thousand years of civiliza.tion, is still at the stage of the 

survival, not of the most virtuous, which should be the criteria 'of morally 

, b t f h hI d If k' 101 conSClOUS man; u o. t e most rut ess an se -see'lng. 

99
B 

. . , 
y attemptIng to Ignore 

man and woman, in an attempt to treat 
society causes the frustration due to 

100 Hardy, Jude, p. 423. 

10L. . . 19 422 IbId., pp. 4 - ..• 

the psychological difference between 
them as equivalent, modern western 
undefined identity between the sexes. 



CHAPTER III 

DEVELOPING THE THEME BY 
HUMOUR, co~nc, RELIEF AND AS CHORUS 

This chapter is mainly concerned with the function of the 

minor rustics in contr~buting to humour, comic relief, and as chorus in 

the forms both of commentary and of a setting, so that these aspects in 

the technique of the novels help in developing the four aspects of the 

theme. The secondary purpose of this chapter is an attempt to indicate 

how the relative absence of minor ru~tic characters in Jude is either 

helpful or detrimental to the novel as a whole, and as such, to try and 

assess the peculiar role of the minor rustics in th~ other three novels. 

Jude can be viewed as a distinct development of Hardy's 

technique, which represents a view of society as he saw it. Whereas 

Far From the Madding Crowd, The Mayor and Tess deal with predominantly 

rural people in a rural setting, Jude is really the story of people who 

are moving away from their rural environment and occupations,and who 

are exposed to an intellectual scepticism which undermines those basic 

values in which they were brought up to believe. It is in this respect 

that Jude deals with a moderA society. And the relative absence of minor 

rustics reflects a modern approach to the novel. There is a stark naked-

ness in Hardy's treatment of his theme in this novel that relates it to 

fiction written after 1914. Whereas the other three novels would seem 

to have that basic form, a beginning, a middle and an elid, which is the 

lThe word 'modern' is used here to mean the last hundred years. 

76 
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artist's attempt to imitate life in that he moulds into his art that 

essential harmony, which he finds in nature; in Jude, the novel reflects 

that formlessness which the artist sees in life.· 

It is. significant that Jude lacks much of that peculiar sense 

of humour which the minor rustics contribute to the other three novels, 

because, as humour is a perception of the incongruous, it infuses one's 

point of view with a sense of proportion. It.is the unrelenting serious-

ness of Jude which is the most striking feature of Hardy's treatment of 

his theme of marriage and the double standard in this novel. To the 

extent that the humour in the novels deals with an aspect of the theme, 

the theme is seen in a controversial light, because it is not possible 

to see the humorous aspect of a theme without becoming aware of at least 

two dimensions of actuality. 

In Far From the Madding Crowd, the humour of the minor rustics 

is an integral part of the mood; but for the purpose of this chapter it 

will be necessary to examine only that rustic humour which deals with. an 

aspect of the theme of marriage. For example, in that famous m.eeting at 

the malthouse scene, Coggan tells the story of Miss Everdene's father: 

'Well, now, you'd hardly believe it, but 
that man - our Miss Everdene's father - was one of 
the ficklest husbands alive, after a while. Under
stand, 'a didn't want to be fickle, but he couldn't 
help it. The poor feller were faithful and true 
enough to her in his wish, but his heart would rove, 
do what he would. He spoke to ~e in real tribulation 
about it once. "Coggan," he said, '1 could never wish 
for· a handsomer woman than I've got, but feeling she's 
ticketed as my lawful wife, I can't help my wicked 
heart wandering, do what I will." But at last I believe 
he cured it by making her take off her wedding ring and 
calling ·her by her maiden name as they sat together after 
the shop was shut, and so 'a would get to fancy she was 
only his sweetheart, and not married to him at all. And 



as soon as he could thoroughly fancy he was doing 
wrong and committing the seventh, 'a got to like 
her as well as ever; and they lived on a perfect 
picture of mutel love. '2 
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3 This passage points out to one aspect of marriage which Troy as \I]ell as 

Sue and Jude4 later find so tedious: they find that either the legal and 

sacramental bond of marriage does not of itself ensure mutual love (only 

the naive and immature must expect the reverse to be the case), or that 

the very binding nature of marriage before the law inhibits natural and 

spontaneous mutual affection - (it seems equally ridiculous to me to 

allow this legal aspect to influence a person's feelings one way or the 

other). The reason people no doub"t find the legal bond inhibiting is 

proba~ly associated with the double standard~ in that a man \l]hose intro-

duction to sexual experience, (and presumably, excitement) was via the 

brothel,S would find himself physically inhibited with his lawful wife 

whom he had been brought up to treat with reverence, and to look up to 

as an 'angel' of purity and innocence. Also, there is the type of first 

generation intellectual, illustrated by Sue, who feels that legality is 

somehow incompatible with freedom, because she has associated intellectual 

freedom with the socially and conventionally unacceptable. TIle effect of 

the difference in treatment is that whereas a humorous handling of the 

topic leaves Hardy uninvolved so that, according to his O\'In definition of 

2 Hardy, Thomas, Far From the Madding Crowd, row York: MacMillan, 
1968, pp. 73-74. 

p. 292. 

3Ibid ., p. 335. 

4 Harely, Thomas, Jude the Obscure, rew York: MacMillan, 1966, 

\'arcus, Steven, The Other Victorious, New York: Basic Books, 
1966. As Gordon Rattray Taylor ·ana Steven MaIthus poi.nt. out ip the.ir 
authoritative studies on sexual practice and ideology 1n the Vlctorlan era. 
GorGon Rattray Taylor, The Angel-Hakers, London: Heineman, 19S8. 



the novel in his preface to Tess, "a novel is an impression, not an 

6 argument"; he is not involved with the discussion. This is Ivhat I 

meant when, in Chapter I, I referred to a descriptive as against an 
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argumentative treatment of a topic. Hardy Ivas, I think, more at ease in 

his technique -and more· felicitous in his style when, until Jude, he 

adhered to his own definition of the novel. For example, one can take 

the following passage from Jude, which occurs before the attempted 

marriage between Sue and Jude, and notice the difference in the treatment 

of what I have already argued to be essentially the same theme: 

The next morning, Sue, whose nervousnes 
intensified with the hours, took Jude privately 
into the sitting-ro~m before starting. 'Jude, 
I want you to kiss me, as a lover, incorporeally,' 
she said, tremulously nestling up to him, with 
damp lashes. 'It won't be ever like this any more, 
will it! I wish we hadn't begun the business. But 
I suppose we must go on .. '7 

In all fairness to Sue she comments immediately after, with the horror 

that comes so easily to her, that she would be repeating the same words 

to Jude in the marriage as she did to Phillotson, " ... regardless of 

the deterrent lessons we were taught by those experimentsl 1l8 But I feel 

that she has unwittingly given away the real psychological reason. It is 

not that this time she'd mean what the previous time she later di~<;ov~!ed 

she could not possibly have meant when she made the vow; it is that she 

associates marriage, and I shall go on to argue, sexual love in marriage, 

6-Hardy, Thomas, Tess of the d' Urbervilles_, KeN York: MacMillan, 
1966, Preface, p. vii. 

7 Hardy, 

8Ibid . 

Jude, p. 292. 
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as that which should be done out of a sense of duty and which is, therefore, 

unpleasant; and I think she feels that sexual pleasure is somehow incom-

patible with the legality of marriage. She married Phillotson on both 

occasions out of a sense of duty, and she gave Phillotson his conjugal 

rights after the second marriage out of a sense of duty which is stressed 

to the same extent as is her horror and loathing towards this sacrificial 

act. In contrast, it is illuminating to note her guilt for the sexual 

satisfaction she experienced in her extra-marital relationship with Jude, 

and for which she seems to feel she must do penance: the use of puri-

tanical and typically Victorian diction in connection with sex, for 

example, 'indulging', is significant of the mentality of the time: 

We went about loving·each other too much -
. indulging ourselves to utter selfishness with each 
other! We said - do you remember? - that \~e would 
make a virtue of joy. I said it was Nature's 
intention, Nlture' s law and raison d' etre that ''Ie 
should be joyful in what insticts she afforded us -
instincts that civilization had taken upon itself 
to thwart. What dreadful things I said! And now 
Fate has given us this stab in the back for being 
such fools as to take Nature at her word! "9 

The irony is that Sue lO is unable to get rid of the beliefs she was brought 

up to believe and which she tried to shake off intellectually.ll The shock 

of losing her two children and her premature baby, evoked those conventional 

Christian values which lurked beneath the sophisticated intellectual veneer. 

,9 Ibid ., p. '350. 

10like Tess. 

llNeither did Hardy manage to free himself, emotionally, from 
the Christian values which he was sceptical of intellectually. This theme 
runs through Tess, in the character of Clare, and returns forcibly in Jude. 
Hardy's dichotomy, which is also a problem peculiar to model' times - though 
it happens probably in every age of ideological transition and change - is 
most poignantly revealed in that beautiful poem, On the Morning of Christ's 
Nativity, which conveys the feelings of a reluctant agno?tic, who is actually 

deeply religious in his attitude. 



81 

I feel that it is not necessarily Fate which has given them a stab in the 

back. As in Tess, Hardy's references to Fate are to some extent ironical, 

and he really wishes to point out that it is character, or human nature, 

not merely blind chance, that is responsible for what happens to people, 

in the sense that it was not the hanging of her children, but her reaction 

to it .. perfectly understable - that led Sue to become irrational and go 

back on her intellectual beliefs. Hardy achieves detachment, if at -all, 

only to the extent that his irony affords it to him. But in spite of it, 

I find that either because he is too emotionally involved with the topic 

or because his attitude to the problems he discusses is so unrelievedly 

serious, the effect created is that of a loss of detachinent. This 

involv:ement by Hardy I find detrimental to his definition of the novel: 

"an impression, not an argument". On the other hand, it is probably 

unfair to judge Jude by Hardy's definition because Hardy's technique is 

different in Jude. He probably meant the novel to be "an impression" in 

the "novels before Jude, but in Jude itself, I think he 'vas moving towards 

a new -type of novel although he may well have tried to think of a novel 

as primarily an impression. Hence, Hardy was careful to stress that the 

marriage question in Jude took up only a few pages and that it was a 

discussion between the characters in the novel and so should not be taken 

b · h' . 12 as elng 1S V1ews. We must say that he was trying to create a different 

kind of impression. Perhaps he meant- to make a more startling impact, for 

example, and so it is still a different type of novel. The absence of 

rustic humour does seem to indicate this direct impact approach, without 

having the rustics and their st~bilising values and background to act as 

12 
Hardy, F.E., The Life of Thomas Hardy, London: MacMillan, 1962. 
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some kind of moral shock absorbers for the delicately nurtured Victorian 

novel readers: (not fiction - pornography flourishes in the Victorian era 

in proportion to the propriety adhered to in the novel).13 

The point that emerges is that, artistically, Hardy's treat-

ment of his theme in a humorous vein through his minor rustic characters 

has the easy fluency of a master craftsman; tlle treatment of the same 

theme in Jude, involving as it does the highly-strung bundle of nerves 

which is the intellectually emancipated WOl)1an, Sue, suffers from awkward 

intellectualization that is little less forced and self-conscious than 

the theological discussion that emanates from the mouth"of the milk-maid who 

does not know whether she belongs" to the high church or the low church. 14 

Hardy is not a systematic thinker or philosopher. Like Phillotson, he is 

safer when he says that he cannot argue a case but he merely feels 

instinctively, that, for example, it is wrong for a man to bind Sue to 

h 
. 15 er marrl.age. 

The treatment of the marria.ge theme in The Mayor could be said 

to be grotesquely ironic in that the auctioning of Susan by Henchard, with 

the help of the minor rustics, betrays to some extent the incongruity of 

getting rid of a wife as if she were some worn-out mare. The skinunington-

ride is also an example of rustic humour developing the theme of chastity 

13 Steven, The Other Victorians. 

14 Hardy, Tess, pp. 198; 371. 

15 Hardy, Jude, p. 246. 



and marriage. But this is not the light-hearted and completely 

unmalicious type of humour that readers of Hardy are inclined to 

associate with the Wessex novels. To those who feel that Hardy's 

treatment of the rustics is glamourised, the malicious minor rustics 

16 in The tvlayor, and the reality of the poverty of the Durbeyfield 

f '1 17 'h ld b ff" f . 18 ann y, s au e su -lClent re utatlon. Apart from these two 

examples \~hich have been discussed in the first chapter, the other 

examples of rustic humour in The Mayor do not develop the theme. 

In Tess, class distinction is relevant to Hardy's theme in 

83 

that the double standard is based on it, and the concept of marriage as 

a way of bettering the financial and social position of a family is 

dependent on the class system. 1-0\." in the humorous treatment of -Mr. 

Durbeyfield, which is also reminiscent of Dickens ,_ Mr, Micawber, Hardy 

reveals his own attitude towards the futility and the emptiness of social 

snobbery, especially in the scene between Sir John and the lad, in which 

th d d f k · h . h' 1 f I ' l' f d' 19 e escen ant 0- a nlg t reSIgns lmse to clltter lngs or Inner; 

that in \vhich Mr. Durbeyfield is prepared to sell his title for a rapidly 

diminishing figurerOthe other in which Mr. Durbeyfield, the foot-haggler, 

21 is preoccupied about the 'true style' of the clergy and his 'own ancestry'; 

16Nance Mockridge and the furmity-woman. 

17 Hardy, Thomas, Tess, pp. 32;44. 

18This question will be dealt with at greater length in the 
next chapter. 

19 Hardy, Thomas, Tess, pp. 16-18. 

20 Ibid ., p. 61. 
.... , 
~~Ibid., p. 292. 
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and.perhaps finally, his proposal that the 'antiqueerians' should set up 

a fund to maintain hi~~ Similarly, the social pretensions of Mrs. Durbey-

field, and her ambition to brighten the prospects of the family by means 

of an advantageous match for her daughter with a gentleman,23 is the 

cause of Tess's initial 'trouble', and ironically enough, also of her 

much greater tragedy, the separation from her middle-class husband and 

what ensued. I think.it is worth pointing out that the majority of the 

work-folk would not dream of rising into the middle-class by means of 

marriage; but their reverence for the class system is. indicated by the 

awe with which Tess is treated by her country-girl friends, because she is 

reputed to have had an affair with a gentleman. 24 

Dairyman Crick, at Talbothays, has an amusing anecdote about 

how Jack Dollup tried to escape marrying the girl whose innocence he 

ravaged, to use the phraseology of the girl's mother,25 by hiding in the 

churn. This introduces the question of sexual freedom, especially before 

marriage.' The story of Jack Dollup is continued26 The dairyman tells 

how he did not, according to rural custom and the promise forced out of 

him in the process of being churned to a pulp, marry the girl who conceived 

by him; but instead married a widow woman with an annuity of fifty pounds 

a year, only to discover, after the marriage, that the woman lost the 

annuity by marrying him. Hardy is obviously trying to point out, as Jane 

22 Hardy, Tess, pp. 388-9. 

~3Ibid., pp. 29, 35. 

24 Ibid ., p. 101. 

?~ 

-~Ibid., pp. 156-7. 

26Ibid . J p. 206. 
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Austen did, that marriage is a risk in that the two parties concerned 

discover too late facts about each other which, if known earlier, would 

have prevented them from getting married in the first place. But, whereas 

Jane Austen accepts the fact that people marry without knowing each other 

as one of the unavoidable hazards of the institution, Hardy questions the 

injustice of a marriage based on insufficient knowledge of relevant 

aspects of the person one is marrying. Hence, the rustic humour in' the 

example given above merely act~ as a pointer to the theme dealt with more 

seriously in the case of Tess and Clare, and Lucetta and Farfrae. Hardy 

points out that it is because society stresses pre-marital virginity in 

a woman as an absolute value, that a woman is often tempted to conceal her 

past,. rather than risk her only chance of happiness. He would seem to 

suggest that we take into consideration that sexual experience even before 

marriage is compatible with chastity, and that it need not be an indelible 

stain on one's character, since it can be an enriching experience which 

could help a person to grow emotionally. In the case of Jude and Arabella, 

HardY'points out that a marriage based on the deception of one party in order 

to bring about the marriage, is unfair. Arabella says, and she may be right, 

that she thought she was pregnant when she told Jude so before their marriage. 

But was it fair to use sex in order to trap Jude in the first place? 

Arabella is false and untruthful in many things, as symbolised by her false 

hair
27 

and her equally·false dimples: 28 And yet her sexual desires are 

natural and uninhibited by Victorian convention. Again, Hardy would 

seem to indicate that since Sue did not know, before her marriage, of that 

27 
Harely, Jude, pp. 65; 278. 

28 Ibid ., p. 67. 
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physically repugnant aspect of Phillotson's that Drusilla Fawley says no 

29 girl of any fastidiousness \'lould be able to bear, it would seem unfair 

that a marriage based on insufficient information as in this case, should 

be indissoluble. 

It is becoming clear that although humour provided by the minor 

rustic characters can be served to introduce a theme or to see the ludi-

crous side of the ques~ion or merely to treat the theme light-heartedly 

for a change, a development of the theme needs a more serious approach 

as the previous paragraph pointed out. It is this se~ious approach, 

unrelieved on the whole by much rustic humour, that characterises .Jude. 

The impact it makes is greater, the response it evokes is suitably 

uncomfortable. But there is at least one example of the minor rustics 

contributing humour which does throw light on an aspect of the theme. 

This is the encounter bet\'1een Anny and Arabella. Although Arabella is 

I h 1 d "d " "h 30 h " not, as ave a rea y p01nte out, a mlnor rustlc c aracter,. s e 1S 

of the same genre as a (minor) rustic character like Anny. She speaks 

in the same idiom, and her sense of values is the same. She also betrays 

" l"k h" 31 some of that Cal1ban 1 "e eart l.ness: except when she tries to climb 

into lower middle-class financial security and respectability and 

chapel attendance, she is really rural in her mores. This meeting 

29 Hardy, Jude, p. 199. 

30 She ceased to be a rustic when she no longer had a rural 
occupation (she became a bar-maid) and when she rose into the lower 
middle-class in marrying Cartlett. 

311 agree with Hazlitt that vulgarity is associated with 
acquired snobbery hence Arabella is vulgar' when she makes a pretence 
of middle-ciass respectability after her marriage to). and later the 
death of, Cartlett. Otherwise Arabella is earthy, not coarse. 



87 

between the two old friends occurs after Arabella has been left a widow. 32 

Their talk, as of old, is strongly flavoured by.uninhibited discussion of 

their sexual· desires. Arabella has not changed since she confided in 

Anny the unashamedly sexual nature of her desire for the nineteen-year-

old Jude: 

'But I want him to more than care for me: I 
\vant him to have me - to marry me!. I must have him. 
I can't do without him. He's the sort of man I long 
for. I shall go made if I can't 'give myself to him 
altogether! I felt I should when I first. saw him! '33 

and six weeks after her second husband has left her a widO\v, she confides 

to Anny: '" After all that's said about the comforts of this religion, I 

wish I had Jude back again I ,,,34 And" I Pooh I I knO\v as well as you what 

I should do; only I don't do it!' ;,35 Also III Be damned if I do I Feelings 

are Feelings! 36 I won't be a creeping hypocrite any longer - so there! ,II 

And finally, she states: 37 "' I must be as I was born! "I I have not 

quoted the whole of the long passage, which would be necessary to reveal the 

humour. The statements I have quoted are Arabella's and serve to show how 

Hardy uses humour contributed by a minor rustic, Anny, and Arabella (not 

strictly speaking a minor rustic), to point out his theme in favour of 

.greater sexual freedom and a release from the crippling inhibitions of 

conventional middle-class Victorian standards of sexual ethics. 

32 Hardy, Jude, pp. 325-326. 

33Ibid ., p. 55. 

34 Ibid ., p. 326. 

35Ibid . 

36Ibid . 

37Ibid . 
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What shows Hardy's bias is the spontaneity and genuineness of 

Arabella's feelings, which are strong enough to break thro,ugh her feeble 

attempt to behave with middle-class propriety and sobriety, the falsity 

h d 
38 of which is umorously expose . Similarly, I think, as I have already 

said Hardy shows up Sue's false ideas and false divisions of natural 

39 sexual desires into the genuine, and therefre coarse, low and vulgar, 

and the false but proper and ladylike, in t~at encounter between Arabella 

40 arid Sue at the former's hotel, significantly after Sue has 'given in' to 

Jude for the most ungenerous and morally repulsive of reasons. 

The only other example of a minor rustic character contributing 

humour that is relevant to the theme of marriage is Widow Edlin!s 

refreshingly old-fashioned and rural attitude to marriage. This also serves 

as comic relief. The presents she brings Jude and Sue on their wedding, 

'''hich never took place, help to show her commonsensical attitude towards 

marri'age. She says that in her day~ people were not afraid of marriage, 

and that she and her husband celebrated their wedding for a week and had 

to borrow sixpence with which to begin housekeeping. 1l 

The role of the minor rustic characters in contributing towards 

comic relief so that it helps to throw some light on the theme of marriage 

can be dealt with briefly, since most of the examples of comic relief are 

38 Hardy, Jude, p. 323. 

39Ibid ., p. 275. 

4~Ibid., pp. 278-279. 

4l Ibid ., pp. 291; 297; 380. 
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irrelevant to the theme and so may be dismissed .. In Far From the Madding 

Crowd, Liddy's advice to Bathsheba after the crisis in the plot and Troy's 

disappearance is comparable in its humour to Anny's advice to Arabella 

after Cartlett's death. In poking fun at rural methods of coping \'lith 

emotional crisis, it would appear that Hardy also recognises a rural 

fatalism. Hence comic relief is used to reveal rural values. Liddy's 

advice to hem handkerchiefs or finish the sampler, only the carnations 

and peacocks of which want filling in,42 is based on the presupposition 

that there is nothing that Bathsheba can do but wait - \'lhich in fact is 

true - and secondly, it implies a fatalistic attitude towards marriage so 

that it would be taken for granted that there is nothing one can do about 

the h.azards of marriage but take them in one I s stride and \vai t for the 

storm to blow over. 

TIlere is no relevant example of rustic comic relief in The Mayor, 

nor in Jude, unless the whole episode of Arabella's ten easy steps to 

matrimony43 can be called such .. In Tess, Hardy merely makes an ironic 

comment on marriage in the comic relief provided by the turnpike keeper 

informing Tess, (without knowing who she is) on her return horne after her 

separation from Clare, of how her father celebrated his daughter's marriage 

44 to a gentleman. 

The part which the minor rustics play in acting as a chorus, 

both in comJl.1cnting on .events as well as by prov~d~ng a setting, is probably 

42Hardy, Far From the Madding Crowd, p. 34. 

43 Hardy, Jude, pp. 326-395. 

44 Hardy, Tess, p. 289 
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rather more relevant in revealing rustic values, which I shall discuss in 

_the next chapter, than in contributing to the theme. In Far From the 

Madding CrO\~d, Jacob Smallbury' s comment on marriage when the rustics go 

to greet Oak and Bathsheba gives Hardy an opportunity to make an ironic 

. 45 T} . 1 . t f . " --COTIllllent on marrIage. 1e conventlona pOln 0 VIew on courtIng IS 

_ shO\m in the comments which the rustics make on the courting of Boldwood,46 

which they' view favourably, and to which they help to provide the idyllic 

rural setting47 as do the minor rustics in Tess at Talbothay's Farm. 48 

They view Troy's courtship \~i th Bathsheba with suspicion,49 and significantly, 

there is an absence of rustic background, and like the second seduction of 

Tess by Alec, it takes place at a spa, which is very unrural in its setting 

and connotations. Thirdly, the)' favour the courtship of Oak and -Bathsheba, 50 

and their comments do, in fact, help to bring about a successful conclusion 

to this story. 

In The Mayor, the rustics do not contribute to a development of 

the theme in their role of commentators, hence any further mention of their 

role in this respect is irrelevant. In Tess, besides helping to form the 

rural setting, Marian, Izz and Betty help to conm1ent on the mutual love of 

45 Hardy, Far From the Madding Crowd, p. 445. 

46IbicL, p. -169. 

47 Ibid" p. 144; 167. 

48 Hardy, Tess, Chapter XXIV. 

49Hardy, Far From the Madding Crowd, p. 220. 

50Ibid., p. 437. 
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Clare and Tess,5l and later, at Flintcomb-Ash, they are a part of the 

h 1 . 52 d h 1 h f' f T 'f 53 ars ler settlng an t ey a so comment on t e un alrness 0 ess sate. 

In Jude, I have already remarked on the significance of the absence of a 

rural setting. The comments of the rustic characters thro\v no appreciable 

light on the theme and may therefore be dismissed. 

Finally, in this chapter, one may mention that the minor rustics 

are characters in their own right; but their value in relation to the theme 

is mostly in conveying a rustic sense of values which may be contrasted 

with conventional Victorian middle-class values. A juxtaposition of these 

two standards of values does help to develop the theme. Secondly, by the 

very fact 6f their existence as people and as characters in their own 

54 right, and nor merely as types, for example, the popular 'Hodge"" of the 

fiction of Hardy's day, Hardy makes the important point of arousing the 

social and moral awareness of the middle-class reader to the fact that 

the other half of Disraeli's "Two N~tions" are human beings, who are not 

necessarily, coarse, low and vulgar in their feelings. Hence he undermines 

the social structure based on class distinction, and those sexual practices 

of the middle and upper-classes ~lich were based on class distinction: 

namely, the double standard, the view of women of the middle and upper 

classes as "sexless angels", the importance of pre-marital virginity for 

the woman" and hence the lack of sexual freedom for the woman, the use of 

51 Tess 228. Hardy, p. 

52Ibid . , p. 327. 

53Ibid . 

54 Tess, 139. Hardy, p. 
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marriage as a means of financial and social betterment, and lastly, the 

concept of sexual relations (pre-marital and extra-marital, especially) 

and of the i.nsti tution of marriage itself, in terms of money and property. 

The relevance of the juxtaposition of the two standards of values, and 

the awakening of the social consciousness to the false notions arising 

from class distinction, I shall deal with in the next chapter. 



CHAPTER IV 

DEVELOPING THE THEHE THROUGH RURAL VALUES 

Perhaps the Plost si~nificant contribution of the minor rustics 

to the novels is t.heir rural sense of values. This acts as a frame of 

reference by which to judge conventional Victorian morality "lith its 

bias on a middle-class interpretation of Christian ethics on the one 

hand, and the more radical views based on intellectual scepticism and 

a humanitarian inclination on the other. The reason it JTlay he suggested 

that it is the rural and rustic code of behaviour which <acts as a 

standard by which the reader may judge the validity, in practice, of 

the other two ethical points of view is that the rustics lend the stahility 

of generations of experience to that code of hehaviour to \'lhich they 

adhere. In addition, to the extent that. Hardy would 'seem to suggest, 

in his novels, that the rural standard of values has snrung froJTl the 

soil, in the sense that it is pagan, based on instinct (ironicall~ 

enough, in the Lawrencian sense)l and practice that has not heen influenced 

hy organised religion, for exaPlple, Christianity,?' to that small extent 

the rustic values would approxinlRte closest to a natural law. Hence its 

validity as a frame of reference. In all fairness, it should he added 

that this would he an approxiJTlation to natural law, in that the code... of_ 

1 Hardy hadn't read D. H. Lawrence, and had a confused idea that 
he hiJTlself, not JTlerely his father, was a JTliner. v. H. Collins, Talks 
with ThoJTlas Hardy at Max Gate, London: DucJ;""orth, 1928. 

2 Thomas Harely, Tess of the d 'lJrb~rvil1es, New York: Hacmillan, 
1966. 

, 93 
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behaviour would have been to some extent at least corruuted by the 

exigencies of practice. This point can be made clearer by referring to 

the fatalism of both Mrs. Durbeyfield, and, to a lesser extent, Tess, 

who are sometimes inclined to shelve responsibi Ii ty for their 01"11 actions· 

by adopting a fatalistic attitude.
3 

The rough-and-ready code of justice, 

subject to human malice and the human tendency to laugh at the exnense of 

another's discomfiture, is also shown in the planners of the skimminton-

ride. 

The importance of a frame of reference lies not, in this case, 

necessarily in its superiority to the other two standards of behaviour 

that are revealed in the novels; hut merely in the fact .of its existence, 

so that it can act as a comparison. It is in this light that rustic 

values ·are of importance. They help to compel the reader to evaluate 

the three different codes of behaviour. I do not wish to suggest that 

the rnral values are to be taken as a prescriptive guide. In this way, 

Hardy is able to avoid a dogmatic app'roach, and instead to present the 

reader with the same alternatives with which the intellectual sceptic is 

confronted. Hence, Hardy is ahle to exarline each case in the light of 

different ethical standards, and in presenting the reader with these 

alternatives, he compels hi111 to exercise his moral consciousness, to f 

evaluate each case anew, instead of dismissing it hy filing it alvay in 

the neat manner to which·the reader may he accustomed by the dictates of 

3Hardy, Tess, \lrs. Durbeyfield, p. 101; Tess, in agreeing to Ii ve 
with Alec as his mistress, p. 420. 



his religious training and up-bringing. Therefore, hy providing a third 

alternative set of values, the minor rustics playa part in Harely's moral 

purpose. Whether this purpose ,,,as conscious or not is irrelevant; in 

his novels I think it is inescapahle, and that this aspect of his novels 

i~ particularly relevant in a society which is still groping in that 

process of intellectual crisis which began a century ago, and in which 

Hardy, then a young Plan, found himself. 

The main aspects of rural values which are of iPll'1ediate interest 

here are those concerned "dth the theme, that is, the rustic attitude 

towards pre-marital (technical) virginity, and their attitude towards 

the institut~on of marriage. Ilardy would seem to suggest that there was 

an elePlent of pre-Plarital sexual freedom in the lives of the rustics, and 

his torie and attitude in the following passag~, in which Clare rUl'1inates 

on Tess, ''iOuld seem to r~veal his approval of this sexual freedom hefore 

marriage: 

That she had already permitted him to make 
love to her he read as an additional assu
rance, not fully knowing that in the fields 
and :pastures to 'sigh gratis' is by no means 
deePled waste; love-Plaking being here Plore 
often accepted inconsiderately for its own 
S\'leet sake than in the carking anxious homes 
of the ambitious, "Ihere a girl's craving for 
an establisJment paralvses her healthv . .' 4' 
thought of a passion as an end. 

To some extent at least), lIardy hetrays. a romanticised attitude which is 

undcrstandahle as a reaction to Victorian convention, hut which is none 

4 lIardy, Tess, p. 200. 
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the less rather rosier than life, in that in the conteKt of !iardy's novels, 

there is hardly any love "for its own sweet sake". In his novels, we do 

not really see love-making without its consequences, which are true to 

nature and to life. Inasmuch as nature made it pleasurable for man and 

woman to love for the ul tiPlate purpose of procreation, I think this 

should he taken into account in assessing the validity of "love for its 

own sl<]eet sake". Both the rustic as well as the middle-class attitudes 

which the passage reveals are extreme positions which take into consideration 

only one aspect of love-rlaking, either its pleasures or the need to make 

provision for likely offspring. Hardy is not unaware of the very real 

misery of poverty amongst these rustics who have a big family, like the 

Durbeyfields,5 nor is he unconscious of the misery of an unmarried 11l0ther 

like Tess, who has to work hard in order to ~aintain herself and her child, 

should it manage to survive. 6 Hardy's attitude tOlvards premarital sexual 

freedom is sh01'111 to he even Plore confused in that he tries to make it 

acceptahle for the wrong reason; in t~rying to mitigate Tess's actual 

gUilt (having also shown her actual responsihility as I argued in the 

second chapter), he says: 

She had been made to break an accepted 
social 1m·" but no law known to the 
environment in which she fancied her-

o 7 
self such an anomaly. 

SHardy, Tess, PT'. 32; 406. 

6Ibid ., Pp. 108-109. 

7Ibid., p. 104. 



It is romantic to look upon an unmarried mother as merely one who has 

fulfilled nature's design of motherhood; in an "environment" which is not 

society in a state of nature, because as soon as a groun o£ articulate 

human beings live in a community, they cease to live in a state of nature. 

Love-making amongst the hay-stacks, ,,,i th a Plate for the season, has all 

the appeal of fantasy, with none of the responsibilities of actuality. 

It is unlikely, though very possible, that either one or the other party 

will not become emotionally involved; on the other hand, if the emotions 

of neither party are kindled into a feeling of affection, it is prohably 

legitiPlate to ask when the desire to gratify a natural urge ends and 

promiscui ty begins. It is probal)ly true to say that because human babies 

need care and attention for such a -long time l)efore they hecome self-

sufficient for their primary needs, they require both a father and a 

mother, and that love het'"e8n the parents would be nature's wayo£ keeping 

them together. Rut it is unsafe to speculate on nature's designs. 
\ 

Perhaps it is the "model'n" vim" of a "teasing epicene" like Sue 

that is more acceptable, excent that a sexual freedom consisting merely 

of cenohitical celibacy or ahstinence would he the voluntary choice of 

the few and the dedicated, not of the vast majority. The alternative is 

a marriage in everything but name, with children, since lIardy does not 

introduce the subject of contraception." It would seem that the people 

who attach a regard, out of all prol)ortion to its imnortance, to the 

legali ty of J11arriage, aTe those \'Iho choose to do without the leBal 

contract of Plarriage, like Sue and Jude. In every other resnect hut 

the legal or sacramental one, theirs was a Plarriage, "or its equivalent" 

to 'usc escaping the obligations which a 



legal marriage \vouln have imposed on them, Sue and June find out that 

society I!1anages to impose on them certain ohligations hecause they are 

not ma'rried, so that in the long run it \'iOuld have heen easier to have 

. . d' 1 . I R . got marrle In t1e conventlona manner. 

The rural tolerance of premarital sex is an acceptance of what 

happens;9 it does involve the responsihility, on the :part of the man, 

to marry the girl who conceives hy him. For exarmle, eTude realised 

that 

Arabella was not worth a great deal as 
a specimen of wOI!1ankind. Yet, such 
heing the custom of the rual districts 
alllong honourable young I!1en who had 
drifted so far into intimacy with a 
\VOI!1cln as he unfortunately had done, he 
was readv to abide hv what he had said, 
and take' the consequ~nces.lO 

Since it would apnear that no reasonably safe method of contraception is 

used, if at all, pre-lnari tal sexual freedom has to he viewed in the harsh 

reality of an unNanted marriage for the man,ll or an illegitimate child 

for the' ''lOman. That the acceptance is grudging is indicated hy Mrs. 

Durbeyfield's shreNd reticence on the suhject before her marriage to her 

hushand. 12 Rut ultimate accentance of the fait accompli hy the rural 

----:---------~--:-'~-£.--------

8 But there will always he indivi uals like Sue and Jude, whose 
cO"T'scientiollS o~"?-j ections' to the legal 0).' sacramental bond of marriagee·· 
should be reSl).ected as P~rdy seems ~o ~11ggest. 

9Hardy, Tes~, p. 10l. 

10 . Hardy, Jude,]I. 63. 

llHarcly, The I\layor, D. l2.0ne wonders whether Hench,U'd is so bitter 
hecause his early marriage at eip,hteen was the result of similar cOJnlmlsion. 



comr.nmi ty did avoid inCl'eased misery. Tess was accented by her family 

as ,.,ell as by her friends and colleagues .at work after she left 

Trantridge;13 it would appear that had she married a working-class man 

he would not have deserted her the way Clare did on her wedding night. 

Clare puts it succinctly when he says: "Different societies; different 

manners.,,14 This brief statement in reply to Tess's comnlent that her 

mother "knows several cases \\1here they were worse' than I, and the husl~and 

h . d d . 1 ,,15 1 1 . J f . 1 k . d h . dd 1 as not mIn e It muc~ , Je les tle _act tnat tIe wor'lng an t e ml e-

classes had radically different views. As for extra-marital freedom 

amonBst the rustics, it is not so much as mentioned. That which takes 

place in the novels is between the middle-classes 16 or between a middle

class man and a working-class ,voman ·,,,ho is unmarried.] 7 Jude and Sue are 

no longer rural in their outlook when they live together. Amongst the 

working class, the double standard does not exist because of the equality 

of sexual ol1nortuni ty between the lvorking-class unmarrierl man and woman, 

and as I have already nointed out, the degree of responsihility involved 

for floth is similar. It is further lTlade iP1possihle 1)), the frank and 

uninhibited accentance of the sexuality of the working class woman, like 

18 Arabella. I think that in the context it does not matter that Arabella is 

pp. 101; 109. 

l4 Ibid ., F. 264. 

lSTl . dO 
~., p. 263. 

l6Hrs • Chasmond and Fitzniers in The Woodlanders. 

17 Troy and Panny, Clare and Tass. 

18 
Hardy,~, pn. 55; 326. 
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not a minor rustic character. Her attitude tmvards' sex is no doubt 

shared by her friend, Anny. 

As for J11arriage, the rustics look upon it \'lith the cynicism of: 

exper£ence; hut there is a conspicuous ahsence of any idea that the 

condi tions of lllarriage may be improved. The minor rustics look upon 

Henchard's proposition to miction his wife as a joke, and vanish rather 

guiltily after the transaction.
19 

That it had no real significance for 

thePl is registered by the attitude of the furrd tY-''lOPlan who :Found 

difficul ty rCllleJ1Jhering the incident. She would have rCPleml1ered something 

• '1. F h 20 really excitlng llKe a _lg t. Hardy imT'lici tly questions this fatalistic 

attitude. Generally speaking, it wmlld seem that if the.minor rustics do 

not look l.ll)on marriage as an economic investment, it is hecause the 

econolllic condition of both parties in the marriages of the Durbefield and 

the early Henchard type ,""auld hardly warrant it. Yet, nrs Durbeyfield is 

as eager as any middle-class mother to r.1ake a good )1]atch for her daughter 

and Henchard feeJ.s that his re-marriage to the penniless Susan is 

h . l' . 21 del' k ." 1" 22 ..A £" ;\1 umllatJ.ng'j an even oney tun's lt 15 a poor 1arga111, . an~ lna~_.Yt 

ArabellH gave un <Tude on hath occasions hecallse he was a bad economic 

investment. This ,,,as so even when he was young, and very soon after she 

h .1 1- h' 1 .1 d' 2~ as expressell _or 1m SUCt aruent e51re 

lq 
. Harny, The ~·layo.r, p. 19. 

2°11 'd' ~., p. 27. 

21 Ihid., P. 86. 

'22 
Harny, The I..Jayor, 11. 87. 

23 
Hardy, ,Jude, !1P. 28; 398. 

1£ there is any indication 
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of umlOrldliness, and I think there is not, it is only ,~hen the standard 

of living is so lew and the future so precariolls that the future is not 

worth investing in; otherwise even ~Irs Durhey£ield can accept or condone 

the selling of her daughter into prostitution for the economic welfare 

f h 1 f I 1 .c' 1 24 d A. 1 11 . d' S } o erse. ane ler .Lam1 y, an ora)e a can a V1se . ue to marry on t 1e 

grounds that should the marriage break un the wife may have the £e,01 

• J °f.f . 25 stlC(S 0 .. urnlture. 

Arahella and Henchard hoth give up their sflouses rather casually. 

They \<lould seem to reflect rural attitudes, although generally speakings 

the rustics seem to vie"1 marriage with a fatalistic attitude. But there 

is as great injustice done to the ~Ulocent party hy this casual attitude 

when a marriage breaks up, as in a more forl'ml divorce proceeding, unless 

children are provided for. The working-class woman had to \<lork for a 

living; the Victorian middle-class woman did not. Hence the middle-class 

view tmvards marriage had to take into consideration a means of Ii velihood 

for the woman if she were the innocent party. The inequality of op-portunity 

for earning a.'.living, as well as the false de-sexualising of the middle-

class woman, put her into the humiliating position of having to marry in 

order to gain financial security, as Jane Austen so poignantly reveals. I 

feel that Ilardy does not take this sufficiently into consideration, al-

though he does l'1e!ltion that the ideal marriage is hased on gettin!T, to know 

26 the other person through doing the sarle wort;, as Bathsheha ann Oak do; 

24 
lIardy, Te~..::., p. 420. 

2Sl1 d ar y; Jude, p. 279. 

26 lJardy, Fa.r .from the ;.lacldin!; C:rmvd, p. 4:)9. 



102 

27 
and he does show hath Ba.thsheha and Sue doing a j 01) of work alongside 

28 
a man. 

It see~s to me that a confrontation with the reality of the English 

class system is difficult to avoid in a consideration of rustic vailies as 

against either conventional Victorian middle-.class mores or Plore modern 

s;tandards based on intellectual scepticisJll of an accepted interpretation 

of Christian dogma, and which is founded instead on humanitarian ideals. 

I have tried to show so far in this chapter that close examination of 

rural values \IIould seem to indicate that it is )11isleading to aSSUl'1e that 

they are hased on the laws of Nature, merely hecause rustic standards of 

hehaviour are not as influenced hy a middle-class interpretation of 

Christian ethics. That the interpr'etation of Christianity is non-

working-class is made obvimls by the fact that clerics like the Clare 

family tend to be non-working class in hackground; and those seats of 

learning and theology, as rerresented hy Christminster in . .Tude, are the 

strong-hold of the non-,vorking classes. 

It hecoT'1es difficult to ignore the class basis .of the English 

stl'uctllre of society hecause one of the more important functions of the 

. . 1 . 1 d' - fl' d' . 1 11..9 m].nor rustlc c mracters 1S to convey dar)' s resnect .. 01' t 1e 1n lVlCua 

merely 1;>ecause he shares a common humanity. By the very fact tha.t 

they are characters in their own l'.ight, not ~ere~y types, the minor 

271bid ., Pp. 278-279. 

28 
. lIardy, ,Tud~, pp. 184-185. 

29r . E. Hardy, The Life of Thomas lIardy. London: r-lacJl1illan, 1962. 
pp. 355 and 382. 
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rustics undermine the popular concept of I-lodge in Hardy'.s time. 30 The 

relevance of this to the theme has heen suggested before. As I have 

already pointed out) the douhle standard was made possible hy the exist-

ence 6f class distinction. And the middle and upper class emphasis on 

pre-marital chastity was based on the concent of marriage as a legal 

contract in which the finandal aspect of the transaction was important. 

Women of the middle and upper classes did not own property 

in their own narle until the Married Nomen's ProDerty Act of 1875, and 

it was not considered respectahl'e for Jrliddle and upper class Homen to 

engage in most occupations hy which they could earn a living. Therefore, 

middle and upper class parents had to safeguard the virtue of their 

daughters, and the easiest way of doing this was to narT'mv down the meaninp; 

of chastity to technical virginity. In this \<lay, they made it necessary 

for a man of their own class to hurden himself financially lvi th a wife, 

\l1hom he had to maintian at the standard of living to I"hich she was 

accustomed, in order to ensure legitimate off· spring who could inherit 

h " d h" 31 IS name an IS Jwoperty. As an inducement to this seel'1ingly 

unattractive financial proposition, the parents of the girl would -part 

" 1 " h" r d I 32 Int) some money or proTlerty In t e -r:orm or a mvry or a sett el'1ent. 

30Clare's "Different societies; different manners: (lIardy, Tess, 
p. 264) reinforces the idea underlying nisraeli's Two Nations. 

31 As well as a hereditary title, if any. 

32T} "' ,. , 'I l' " 11 d d' th ' 1e mil] orl ty 0:.': marrlap;es 111 He lR are stJ.. con ucte In ,IS 
business-like fashion, with no:nonson5e about the nrincipal narties 
concerned being in love, since it is assumed that they have the rest of 
their lives in which to fall in love-with each other. Divorce is rare. 
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It is not surprising that Hardy, who knel" J. S. ~fill' s essay 

Qn,_I_Ji_l_1e_r_t...,Y,- "practically by heart"
33 

should \\fish to evoke from his 

Victorian readers (predominantly non-working class since education was 

only beginning to be compulsory, and later, free, by the Education Act 

of 1870) a consciollsness of the hasic humanity of the Horkfolk. !lardy 

must have felt ·that conventional Victorian ideas on marriage, chastity 

and the double standard would continue unless the dignity of the working 

class woman were assert~d, and unless it were shown that the de-sexuali-

zation of the middle and upper-class \Iloman Nas as false as it was untrue 

to think that the sexuality of the working-class \'loman I'laS, hy its very 

existence, and not 1'1erely hy the attitude of people towards a biological 

fact, "101"", Icoarse" and "vulgar". In this respect, Hardy was definitely 

ahead of his time, in that his attitude towards sex underrlined conventional 

Victorian middle anrl upper class ideas •. But ap10ngst' the rural population, 

as revealed hy the minor rustics of Hardy's novels, the values \\'ere based, 

to some exten~ on an acceptance of what happened in practice rather than 

on Victorian social convention •. Although this convention lent coherence to: a 

social system based on a class str1lcture, it was beginning to distort human 

nature and to create a false dichotomy betl'leen the working-class and the 

middle and upper classes, and the even less valid and Durely artificial 

difference between. the nature of ·the working-class and the middle a-rl.d -

upper class womal1. 

33F• E. Hardy, The Li fe of Thol'1aS Harely, n. 330. 
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Perhaps nOl"here else in his novels does Pardy confront the non

working class reader with an awareness of the "different societies; 

different 1'1anners" to the extent that he does in Tess. Hardy maintains 

an impartiality, and enquiring attitude, in that he can see the strength 

and the weaknesses of hoth standards of value. It is a clever confrontation, 

in that the non-.worJdng class reader sees the workfolk at Talhothays 

Farm froPl two points of view: fro1'1 the middle-class and conventional 

Victorian point of view of Clare, who, "by ~ .. Irs. Crid;fs orders", sat 

slightly aloof frOl'1 the others at his 0IVl1 tahle "in the yawning chimney 

corner during the 1'1eal" and watched the workfolk fro111 tll"e vantage point of 

the spectator; or, the reader gets the point of view of Hardy, as he unfolds 

the story of the milkmaid at Talbothays. The unique feature is that in 

~le process of reading Tess, the non-working class reader could be shedding 

prejudices and acquiring insight and habits in the sarne way that Clare 

does. This confrontation het\<leen the two standards of value, \'li th the 

more humanitarian values based on intellectual scepticism of accepted 

Christian ethics being represented by Clare's encounter \<lith his fell 011' 

traveller in far-alva:, Brazil, involves an educational process for Clare 

which it is di fficul t for the reader not to share. 'The encounter between 

Tess and Clare represents a conflict hetween the two, and then \I'i th the 

third eithical code, so that the resolution must suggest Hardy's m111_ 

attitude. 

Clare's education hegins Nitha·heightenecl awareness of 111inor rustics 

as individuals, as the follO\~ing passage states very 'clearly: 



Much to his surprise he took, indeed, 
a real delight in their corrpanionship. 
The conventional farm-folk of his 
imagination -- personified in the 
newsnaper press by the pitiable dummy 
known as Hodge -- \'lere obliterated 
after a few days' residence. At first, 
it is true, when Clare's intelligence 
''laS fresh froPl a contrasting· society, 
these friends with ,·!hom he hohnohhed 
seemed a little strange. Sitting: dmm 
as a level member of the dairyman's 
household seemed at the outset an 
undignified proceeding. The ideas, the 
modes, the surroundings, appeared re
troeressi ve and unmeaning.. Rut with 
living on there, day after day, the acute 
soj ourner became conscious of a nel" 
aspect in the spectacle. 34 

And, he goes on to say: 

34 

1.'he tynical and unvaryinr: .Horlp,e ceased 
to exist. He had heen disintegrated 
into a number of varied fe1101'1-
creatmes''J;)-heings of' many mIn-ds, heings 
in-Fini te in difference; S0111e ha:pny, many 
serene, a feN depressed, one here anrl 
there hright even to genius, sorle stunid, 
others wanton, others aus tere; some PlUte 1)' 
Hiltonic, some potentially Cromwellian; 
into men ",ho had nrivate vie",s of each 
other, as he had of his friends; who could 
applaud or condemn each other, amuse or 
sad.den each other hy the contemnlation of 
each other's foihles or vices; men every 
one of whom ",alked in his 0\1/11 individual 
way the road to dusty death. 36 

Hardy, Tess, n. 139. 

ZSItalics added. 
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36Hardy, Tess, P. 140. (If litera~ure in EnRlish presented the 
"hlack and yello\~ces" to white readers in a siJ1lUar manner, the 
ech.lcati<?nal process I\'ould not he a one way traffic as it apneaTS to have 
heen for the nast three .hundred odd years) •. 
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It is significant that along \'lith his consciousness of the fundamental 

humani ty shared alike 11y all men, and which PlUSt help him to identify 

himself in relation to the rest of mankind, Clare's percention o£bis 

physical environment, in the form of nature, is also quickened Hith a 

Wordslvorthian heightening of his sensory reS110nses. lienee in the rustic 

setting of Wessex, which OlVes its tangibility to a great extent to the 

genlliness of the minor rustic characters who make it living, Clare learns 

to identify his position in his physical environment: 

He grm1 away froJll old associations, al'l.d 
saIV sOJllething new in life and humanity. 
Secondarily, he made close acquaintance 
with phenomenon which he had before 
kno\'ln but darkly -- ·the seasons in their 
Jlloods, morning and evening, night and 
noon, Ninels in their different tempers, 
trees, waters and Jllists, ~hades and 
silences, and the voices of inanimate 
things. 37 

I feel ·that this close identification of man with his imrmdiate physical 

environJllent in the forJll of nature (and which is so beautifully depicted 

• 1"' f } '1 ld' Cd)' 1 d 1 . 38 Th' . f . d d ln !'ar .. rom t 1e : ae J.ng ,row • lS en lance )y muslc. 15 J.s o.ten provl e 

hy the rustics, and humorously accentuated by the incident in which the dairy 

h d . . 1 f } . . lk 39. 11 d an s slng ln orcer to coax one o. tIC cows to glve more ml " . fo ONe 

by the story of WilliaJl1 f)eI.,ry and. the bull who went dOlVn on his Bended 

40 knees when he heard the Divinity Hymn. 

37Hxrdy, 

38 Ibid ., 

391h , I . -2:.:,.. , 

40 Ibid • , 

Tess, 11. 140. 

pp. 141, 144, 146. 

11. 130. 

np. 131-132. 
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It is this identification of man \Vith his environment, this 

harmony hetween man and nature, that gives the novels other than Jude 

a sense of halance. The most useful artistic function of the minor 

rustics is to create this sense of harmony. Jude conspicuously lacks 

it. I' think this distinction belies a difference in an artist's attitude 

to life, and its relation to art. Either life is seen as having- a hasic 

pattern, because it has ultimate meaning, even though it is not perfect, 

or life is seen as having no meaning, and hence there can he no form 

discerned in it. If art imitates life, then art will reveal that hasic 

form ''ihich underlies a concept of life as having an ultimate purnose. 

But I think art is not meant to he realistic in the sense of merely 

evoking emotion like that "Jhich is exnerience at first hand in life. I 

think the function of art is to help people. reconcile themselves to 

life as it. is, with all its hewildering pain and suffering, as well as 

'vi th that joy and happiness which as Keats realised so poignantly, secrrlS 

only to mock man's mortality. For this reason, I feel that the modern 

novel, like eTude, fails as a "lOrk of art precisely hecause it is so 

realistic. I do not mean to say that art should not present that aspect 

of life , ... hich is uncomfortahle, and ':he answers to which we still seek; 

but art PlUst, finally, leave us reconciled to life. If a11 it presents 

us is life in the raw, in a11 its hewilderment, then 've do not need-art; 

\ve may as Nell stick to life and Ii ve it day hy day. Art must present 

all the aasic perplexities of life; hut ul tiPlately the artist must impose 

on life SOJlle form, some sense of harmony, in such a IVay that even the agony 
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and the mortality that Plan :must live with, hecol'1e hearahle. 4l I \<lould 

like to suggest that the minor rustic characters in the novels of Ilardy, 

with the conspicuous exception of ,Tude, do exactly this. They help the 

artist, Hardy, to nresent life without any distortion of truth,42 ",ithont 

glossing over the fundamental questions of life, death, and love; hut 

the presentation, at the same time, gives us strength to face life. The 

hasic genuineness of the rustics, their humour, their resnect for lltlJ'llan 

beings, help us to reconcile ourselves to life, because the artist imnoses 

a pattern on life SO thrrt it is hearrrhle. This is to a great extent 

helpted hy those very vrrlnes which, right or wrong, heln to give Wessex 

that ultimate sense of eClltilibriuPl. In the rlodern novel, like Jude, the 

\vri tel' hrrs the added difficulty of tTying to discern Pleaning where it 

would annear there is none. Thrrt is why art, in its variolls forms, is 

finding it difficult to seem relevant, in other \\fords, useful, to-day. 

But it is exactly in times of intellectllal and moral crisis that the work 

of the artist hecomes hoth more chall~'hgine as well as most necessary for 

the well-11eing and ulUmate sanity of so~i(itty-.< r. think it is no coincidence 
:" t..:~''''-~<'\ . . 

that ·the Illiddle ages produced some of \Vestern f.urone' s most inten;rated art 
. " , 

, I·~:' \:., .. 43 
in the form of paintinp.:, and especially, a'1>eJlit~ctm:e. 

" .. 

41 
On the other hand, it is. probab ly tlle f'l,aturity of the reade.r, UDt 

Jude, that is heing judged. I have a feeling thX;t't. ten or twenty years 
hence J I ll1ay find that I can read ,Tude with gre~ter,' detachment. 

,. 
",. .. 

42The TTlore sordid aspects of life amongst ·the ''1orking-classes were 
not stressed hecause Hardy wished to redress the disto:rted vie'~s held hy " 

" the Victorian reader. ' 
>, 

43The relationship beth'een an rrrt form and an ideal of life as 
depicted in the p;othic arch and the gothic spire, must he as closQ to 
perfection as is hllJl1anly·nossihle. 

'" 
" . . .. 
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This \<las hecause the artist was also religiolls, hy which I mean that the 

, h dId ' f' tJ t 1 1 1" 44 artlst a a rea y a nOlnt 0_ Vle\-1 18 was reasona) y rea J.StlC as 

1 } ' 1 " l' f 4S we 1 as one WI1Ct saw a meanlng ln 1.C. Hence his interpretation of 

life \'ias relatively easy. But the point I wish to make is that Art is 

an interpretation, and not merc1y a representation,of life. It is only 

when the artist interprets that he can go one step further than merely 

showing us life, supposedly,- as it is, hut ""hich of its own, is of no 

especial use; as, since life is presumahly for the living, not for the dead, 

eacll one of us knows what life involves. Our nroblem is to he reconciled 

to it, to see, as Hardy shows us, that even suffering can 11e heautiful,' 

that man is at his most dignified, when, like Henchanl, and like Tess, 

he has a ca1)acity for suffering, so that humanity lends heauty to suffering. 

Or, that even dishonesty, like Henchard's lie to Nmvson, can have its re-

deeming feature; that a murderess, like Tess, can he lovahle, and that the 

fallen \'IOman can he pure and chaste. Or that love for one' s stepdaughter~-

one's husband, or one's family, can lead t~ deceit, to murder and to 
~ -'-, 

prostitution. Hardy is an artist, hecause!'in all the three novels but ~, 

he does interpret life, and he makes us reconciled to life as it is, hecause, 
", . 

when we have read his novels, even if the perennial 'nrohlems remain 

unansl'lered, life is seen to have a little lnore heauty. 

" 

.44That is, it is related to life. There is a discernable relevance 
to life. 

4501 tirlate1y life cannot he seen as nurnoseful unless \<Je recorr,nise 
hUl'1an inadequacy and il1lner-Fection, ane1 unless \ve crave for a ~nO\vledge of 
the ultil'1ate good and the all nowerB11. 
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