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Foreword to the first edition

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

In this most readable, and unexpectedly positive study of Hardy’s
prose and verse, Merryn Williams offers a variety of scholarly
approaches to her subject to demonstrate the depths of his power to
release tragic emotion and universal humanity within the closely
studied visual realism. In Part One she provides a firm historical
perspective, reminding us that Hardy, for all his apparent isolation,
could not escape the pervasive influence of the scientists and
agnostics of Victorian England. We are invited to consider
especially Charles Darwin, Thomas Huxley, John Stuart Mill
and Matthew Arnold. The last-named writer’s key poem, ‘Dover
Beach’, quoted on p. 6g, secems now to be part of a range stretching
all the way to Beeny CIiff in Cornwall (see p. 160), that Chff
without a Name, the setting of one of the most imaginative of all
post-Darwinian fantasies, that to be found in Hardy’s Pair of Blue
Eyes. [. . ]

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

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

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

MAURICE HUSSEY
General Editor

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

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

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

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

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

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

M.W.



To John with love.

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

(Thomas Hardy, writing about William Barnes)
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