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THE WORLD’S CLASSICS

FAR FROM THE
MADDING CRCWD

THomAS HARDY was bern in Higher Bockhempton, Dorset,
on 2 June 1840; his father was & builder in a smsll way of
business, and he was educated locsily and 1n Derchester before
being articled to an architect. Afier sixteen years in that
profession and the publication of his earliest novel Desperate
Remedies (1871), he determined to make his career in literature;
nct, however, before his work as an architect had led to his
meeting, at St Juliot in Cornwall, Emma Gifford, who becaime
his first wife in 1874.

In the 186os Hardy had written a substantiai amount of
unpublished verse, but during the next twenty years almost all
his creative effort went into novels and short stories. Jude the
Obscure, the last written of his novels, came out in 1865, closing
a sequence of fiction that includes Far from the Madding Crowd
(1874), The Return of the Native (1878), Two on a Tower (1882),
The Mayor sf Casterbridge (1886), and Tess of the &’ Urberuvilles
(1891).

Hardy maintained in later life that only in poetry could he
truly express his ideas; and the more than nine hundred poems
in his collected verse (almost all published after 1898) possess
great individuality and power.

In 1910 Hardy was awarded the Order of Merit; in 1912
Emma died and two years later he married Florence Dugdale.
Thomas Hardy died in January 1928; the work he left behind—
the novels, the poetry, and the epic-:drama The Dynasts—forms
one of the supreme achievements in English 1maginative
literature.

SuzaNNE B. FaLck-Y1 Studied the texts of Far from the
Madding Crowd for her Ph.D. at the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign.

SiMON GATRELL teaches English at the University of Georgia.
He is the general editor of Hardy in the World’s Classics series.
He is the author of Hardy the Creator: A Textual Biography,

Thomas Hardy and the Proper Study of Mankind, and of many
articles on different aspects of Hardy’s verse and prose.
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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

THE first concern in The World’s Classics editions of Hardy’s
works has been with the texts. Individual editors have com-
pared every version of the novel or stories that Hardy might
have revised, and have noted variant readings in words,
punctuation, and styling in each of these substantive texts;
thzy have thus been able to exclude much that their experience
suggests that Hardy did not intend. In some cases, this is the
first time that the novel has appeared in a critical edition
purged of errors and oversights; where possible Hardy’s manu-
script punctuation is used, rather than what his compositors
- thought he should have written.

Some account of the editor’s discoveries will be found in the
Note on the Text in each volume, while the most interesting
revisions their work has revealed are included as an element of
the Explanatory Notes. In some cases a Clarendon Press
edition of the novel provides a wealth of further material for
the reader interested in the way Hardy’s writing developed
from manuscript to final collected edition.

SIMON GATRELL
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INTRODUCTION

Far from the Madding Crowd 1s a relatively early novel in
Hardy’s career as a writer, the fourth he completed in his first
four years as a published novelist. It is also the first in which
the narrative structure is developed around one character—a
pattern of organization subsequently repeated in all of the most
frequently read of his novels. The earliest indication that
survives of Hardy’s ideas about the story comes in correspond-
ence with Leslie Stephen, the editor of Comhill, who had
asked him about a possible serial for his magazine. Hardy
replied that he was intending to write “a pastoral tale with the
title of Far from the Madding Crowd—and that the chief
characters would probably be a young woman-farmer, a shep-
herd, and a sergeant of cavalry”.' This outline shows that
Bathsheba Everdene/Troy, Gabriel Oak, and Frank Troy were
already 1n Hardy’s imagination, but there is no suggestion of
the centrality in the narrative of the “young woman-farmer”.
The sketch also reveals that William Boldwood was a relatively
late complication in the plot (something corroborated by
evidence in the novel’s manuscript), and it seems probable that
Bathsheba’s role evolved gradually as Hardy worked on the
story that essentially becomes her story. For a while, as one
reads the novel, it is possible to sustain the notion that Gabriel
Oak 1s a character of comparable significance to Bathsheba,
but such a proposition has ceased to be viable by the time
Frank Troy enters Bathsheba’s life. And though many other
tempting issues are raised in Far from the Madding Crowd—
the relationship, for instance, between town and country ip
the perception of the narrator and the novelist (what one might
call the “far from the madding crowd” aspect of the novel), or
the radical change in the characterization of Gabriel—the most
pressing need in a critical introduction seems to be an under-
standing of Hardy’s conception of Bathsheba.

Hardy’s final design for his novel is one in which a woman

' The Life and Works of Thomas Hardy, ed. M. Millgate (Athens, Ga.,
1985), 97.
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has to deal with three men, each of whom loves her in a quite
different way, and each of whom produces a quite different
response in her. In a narratve strategy both thoughtful and
well-suited to the serial mode of publication, Hardy builds this
plot in layers until the half-way point of the novel. The story
begins with what amounts almost to a prelude in the rapid
sequence of Gabriel’s attraction to Bathsheba, his naive pro-
posal of marriage, Bathsheba’s heart-free refusal of it, and
Gabriel’s instant acceptance of her decision (while reserving
the right to love her as long as he lives). These early chapters,
culminating in the destruction of Gabriel’s flock of sheep, are
separated from the remainder of the novel by a period of
months about which we know nothing, and separated equally
clearly by a change in tone. When we encounter her again
Bathsheba, almost miraculously to Gabriel’s (and our) eyes,
has become a managing farmer. He, having in the interim
descended to and apparently emerged from some unexpressed
“slime-pits of Siddim”, becomes her shepherd.

The second layer of the narrative begins, as the first did,
with a man’s response to Bathsheba’s vanity, pride, and
stunning beauty. Where Gabricl had examined her in secret—
through hedges, chinks in walls, and so on—Boldwood ignores
her completely, doesn’t even see her in front of his nose: “The
farmer had never turned his head once, but with eyes fixed on
the most advanced point along the road, passed as uncon-
sciously and abstractedly as if Bathsheba and’her charms were
thin air” (pp. 96—7). This insensitivity prompts Bathsheba to
act. Only partly in premeditation, only partly through her own
will prompted by vanity, she sends a valentine to Boldwood in
an envelope sealed with the words MARRY ME. The notion of
sending the valentine was first sugge$ted by her companion
Liddy (who sees Boldwood as an unreasonably unconscious
matrimonial target for all the eligible neighbouring young
women), and though Bathsheba warms to the idea, the decision
is made ultimately at the dictate of chance, as a book is tossed
to decide whether it should be sent to Boldwood or little Teddy
Coggan. Hardy i1s at pains to show how little deliberate
intention to attract Boldwood there was in the whole enter-
prise, but also how little thought of possible consequences
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there was in the gesture. It is on the valentine and the seal on
its envelope, and on Boldwood’s nature, that much of the
remaining action turns.

Boldwood is thereby driven to look at Bathsheba, and as he
does so, like Gabriel, he unconsciously forms a resolution to
love her until he dies. Bathsheba is caught between the
obsessive passion of a wealthy middle-aged man in love for the
first time in his life—a passion for which she acknowledges
herself in part at least responsible—and the critical moral
rectitude of the man she has already refused. Between them
they harry her to the brink of promising herself in marriage to
Boldwood. The narrator pauses occasionally during the action
to direct the reader to consider whether she is being treated
fairly by the characters, or by the conventional social expecta-
tions on which Boldwood and Gabriel rely; whether her crime
in sending the valentine so thoughtlessly, with such piqued
vanity, deserves the punishment of marriage, perpetual subjec-
tion, to a man she does not love.

In discussing Bathsheba’s response to Boldwood’s initial
marriage proposal, the narrator makes a confident generaliza-
tion concerning the reasons why men and women continue to
commit themselves to matrimony:

It appears that ordinary men take wives because possession 1S not
possible without marriage, and that ordinary women accept husbands
because marriage is not possible without possession; with totally
differing aims the method is the same on both sides. But the
understood incentive on the woman’s part was wanting here. (p. 136)

It 1s the narrator’s perception that most women agree to the
conditions of marriage because they want the material security,
the social prestige that marriage brings, and they put up with
being bound to live with one man, bound to sexual relations
with him, for the sake of these benefits. And that when men
want a woman sexually, they have to marry her in order to
obtain her (though Fanny Robin’s case seems perhaps to
imply, in this novel at least, a class limitation to the generaliza-
tion). The man possesses, the woman is possessed. There is nc

sense of outrage at this state of affairs as there will be in Sur
Bridehead and the narrator of Fude the Obscure. Bathsheba.
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however, has “no wish whatever for the married state in the
abstract”, as she has already demonstrated in refusing Gabrel.
Thus she is an exception to this rule, as to several other
commonplace and patronizing generalizations about women
offered from time to time by the narrator—as, for example,
the early note that Bathsheba was *‘that novelty among
women—one who finished a thought before beginning the
sentence which was to convey it” (p. 23). The dictum about
marriage, however, 1s particularly important, because
Bathsheba not only represents an exception to it, but eventu-
ally embodies a reversal of 1t.

The evening of the shearing-supper, the same evening
that she is almost forced by repetitive pressure to come to
terms with Boldwood, Hardy introduces the third layer of
Bathsheba’s narrative. Sergeant Frank Troy and Bathsheba,
caught in the blaze of a lantern, gaze at each other, exchange
eyes. For the first time in her life Bathsheba feels sexual
attraction to a man, a novel disturbance of her mind and blood.
Though it is described in different terms, the effect of this
revelation upon her personality and her daily life is similar to
the revelation experienced by Boldwood when he looked at
her. In a very simple way the narrator summarizes the differ-
ences between Boldwood (and Gabriel) and Frank: “It was a
fatal omission of Boldwood’s that he had never once told her
she was beautiful.” It is not only that Boldwood has no idea
how to conduct a courtship save by persistent sincerity sup-
ported by the weight of conventional social expectation, but
also that Frank understands that women too have sexual
natures, and that Bathsheba needs to be stimulated by flagrant
admiration and compliments unmistakably erotic in origin
before she can be carried out of her self-sufficiency.

Bathsheba’s arousal is completed in Frank’s famous display
of swordsmanship, a Victorian writer’s substitute for direct
presentation of the sexual aspect of courtship as powerful as
the dance, Hardy’s more frequently presented surrogate activ-
ity. Hardy has Frank’s aurora militaris scintillating within a
“hollow amid the ferns”, one of the large sink-holes so common
on Puddletown Heath—a vividly erotic site for the sword-
player to penetrate—and his description, from the palpitation
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and quick breath of Bathsheba as she nears the hollow, to the
kiss at the end (which in another century must have led to
their making love amid the ferns) is full of the suppressed
sexual desire in Bathsheba, and of Frank’s open invitation, not
to say coercion. The sergeant has provided a situation in which
Bathsheba’s independence is fully disabled, in which 1t 1s
submerged in sensual awe .and arousal. She finds him irresist-
ible, as in his own way Boldwood does her.

In the central chapters of the novel the overlapping of
Bathsheba’s three lovers is completed. Hardy contrives to
present in fairly rapid sequence three unmistakable (though
radically different) avowals of love for her—Frank’s kiss in
Chapter XXVIII, Gabriel’s “You know, mistress, that I love
you, and shall love you always” in Chapter XXIX, and
Boldwood’s description of his feeling for her as a “thing strong
as death” in Chapter XXXI. In the gap between Chapters
XXXI and XXXII Bathsheba acts to resolve the situation, and
her marriage with Frank is the novel’s decisive act. The
remainder of the book accounts for the act, and describes its
consequences.

For the narrator, Bathsheba’s love for Frank is “folly”
entering her nature “as lymph on the dart of Eros” and
spreading through her whole constitution. The close connec-
tion here proposed between sexual responsiveness and folly
brings into an intertextual relationship with the novel Gold-
smith’s famous lyric from The Vicar of Wakefield:

When lovely woman stoops to folly
And finds too late that men betray,
What charm can soothe her melancholy,
What art can wash her guilt away?

The only art her guilt to cover,

To hide her shame from every eye,
To give repentance to her lover

And wring his bosom—is to die.

It may not be too much to say that the remainder of the novel
plays twin Victorian variations on this theme of Goldsmith.
The more straightforward of the two is in the history of Fanny
Robin, the more oblique, inverted variation runs through



