


ABSTRACT

Thomas Hardy and the Consequences of Agnosticism

Kathryn Lynsey Kramer Doctor of Philosophy

St. Cross College Trinity Term, 2006

This thesis reassesses the claim that Thomas Hardy was an agnostic, looking closely at the
meanings of agnosticism (in terms of nineteenth-century usage of the word) and how
Hardy’s reinterpretation of agnosticism manifested itself in his work. By exploring his
novels and poetry as they mntersect with the intellectual development of agnosticism, it 1s
shown that at the centre of Hardy’s wotk, as at the centre of agnosticism, is an insistence
upon final epistemological uncertainty and a rejection of dogmatism. For Hardy, this had
application beyond theological questions to broader aspects of human existence.

Chapter One examines Hardy’s engagement with the agnosticism of Herbert
Spencer, T. H. Huxley and Leslie Stephen. Chapter Two discusses Hardy’s exploration of
knowledge, through its obscuraﬁon by means of secrets, trickery and concealment, in his
‘Novels of Ingenuity’ (Desperate Remedies, The Hand of Ethelberta and A Laodicean). Chapter
Three investigates Hardy’s critical reinterpretation of two of Leslie Stephen’s agnostic
essays in A Pair of Blue Eyes and The Return of the Native. Chapter Four considets The Mayor of
Casterbridge and The Woodlanders as Hardy’s attempts to contextualise philosophical debates
concerning the consequences of non-commitment. Chapters Five and Six discuss Tess of the
d’Urbervilles and Jude the Obscure, respectively, as Har‘dy’s most thorough explorations of the
consequences of agnosticism for morality, through the portrayal of the agnostic hetoes,
Angel Clare and Jude Fawley. Chapter Seven considers Hardy’s poetry as a medium
through which he was able to express and explore his vetsion of agnosticism.

The claim of this thesis is that, Hardy, as an artist, was able to take agnosticism
further than the Victorian agnostics. As such, his work can be read as a critical

reinterpretation of the rationalist principles of agnostic thought within the domain of art.
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EXPLANATORY NOTES AND ABBREVIATIONS

This thesis has been formatted according to The Oxford Mannal of Style, ed. and comp. R. M.
Ritter (London: BCA, 2002).

The following abbreviations are used to refer to Hardy’s works. Bibliographic details of

editions are included in the bibliography at the end of the thesis.

AL
CEF
CP
DR
FEMC
GP

HE

JO

L

LN

LW

MC

PBE

PBE (serial)
PRF

PWB

RN

SF

TD

TD (MS)
TD (serzal)
TD (1st edn.)
TD (5th edn.)
™

T

UGT

/24

A I aodicean

Candour in English Fiction

Complete Poems

Desperate Remedies

Far from the Madding Crowd

General Preface to the Novels and Poems, “Wessex Edition’, 1912 (see note
below)

The Hand of Ethelberta

Jude the Obscure

Letters

Literary Notebooks

The Life and Work of Thomas Hardy

The Mayor of Casterbridge

A Pair of Blue Eyes (Oxford University Press, 1985)
A Pair of Blue Eyes (serial version)

The Profetable Reading of Fiction

The Pursuit of the Well-Beloved

The Return of the Native

The Science of Fiction

Tess of the d’Urbervilles (Oxford University Press, 1988)
Tess of the d’'Urbervilles (manuscript)

Tess of the d’Urbervilles (setial version)

Tess of the d’Urbervilles (three-volume fitst edition)
Tess of the d’'Urbervilles (one-volume fifth edition)
The Trumpet-Major

Two on a Tower

Under the Greenwood Tree

The Woodlanders



WB The Well-Beloved

Poetry: references to Hardy’s poetry are abbreviated as CP, followed by the poem number
and line reference where appropuiate: thus, CP 4 11.3-4 indicates Collected Poems, poem
number 4 (‘Hap’), lines 3-4.

Autobiography: this work was originally attributed to Hardy’s second wife, Florence Emily
Hardy, and first published under her name in two volumes The Early Life of Thomas Hardy
1840-1891 (1928) and The Later Years of Thomas Hardy 1892-1928 (1930). It is commonly
accepted that Thomas Hardy had a much greater part in this biography than the third-
person narrative and the credited author might suggest, and is generally considered more
appropriate to refer to the work as Hardy’s autobiography. For conciseness, references to

this work in the main text of the thesis will usually appear as ‘the Lif?’.

General Preface: the General Preface to the Nowvels and Poems can be found in any New Wessex
Edition of Hardy’s novels (published by Macmillan). In this thesis, references are to the
version reprinted in Peter Widdowson (ed.), Thomas Hardy: Selected Poetry and Non-Fictional
Prose (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997), 232-233.

Letters: references to Hardy’s letters are to the edition by Richard Little Purdy and Michael
Millgate, 7 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978-88).

Notebooks: The Literary Notebooks of Thomas Hardy, ed. Lennart Bjork, 2 vols. (London:
Macmillan, 1985). As far as possible, all notes have been reproduced faithfully from Bjork’s
text; thus, wherever underlining, italics or any other formatting has been applied or omitted

it 1s intentional and not an oversight in the formatting of this thesis.

Other abbreviations.

CH Thomas Hardy: The Critical Heritage, ed. R. G. Cox (Critical Hetitage Series;
London: Routledge, 1970).

DCM Dorset County Museum

TH] Thomas Hardy Journal
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TEXTUAL NOTE

Chapter Five of this thesis includes transctiptions of the manusctipt of Tess of the
d’Urbervilles. It was not practical to provide a photocopy because of the fragility of the
document; therefore, standard keyboard symbols have been used to represent the markings
made by Hardy when editing the document. As far as possible, I have based my
transcription markings on those described i J. T. Laird, ‘Note on Method of Transcribing
Manusctipt Passages’, in id. The Shaping of ‘Tess of the d’Urbervilles’ (London: Oxford
University Press, 1975), xi.

Text deleted in the manuscript is shown: deleted.

Interlinear amendments (substitutions or interpolations) ate italicised and rendered in
inseriion

superscript following the caret mark [*]: © . (Such substitutions inevitably alter the line-
spacing of the transcribed text.)

Substitutions made immediately after the original text and on the same line are shown:
deleted inserted.

Text deleted using blue pencil (to indicate that it was to be restored for volume

publication) is shown: restere-to-veolume.

Undecipherable wotds are shown:

Where text is difficult to decipher, the presumed text is enclosed in square brackets and
followed by a question mark: [presumed text?].



INTRODUCTION

On 13 December 1920 Thomas Hardy wrote a stern letter to his friend and fellow poet,
Alfred Noyes, objecting to a lecture in which Noyes had told his audience that Hardy
believed that ‘the Power behind the Universe was an imbecile jester.” Hardy explained that
he had been sent a copy of an article from the 9 December edition of The Morning Post
entitled ‘Poetry and Religion’ in which Noyes’s lecture was quoted. The author assured
Noyes that he ‘h[e]ld no such “philosophy”, and, to the best of [his] recollection, never
could have done so’.! He did not elaborate further on what philosophy he did hold. This
objection to being misrepresented, accompanied by refusal to give an explicit corrective
account of himself, was typical of Hardy. In the face of persistent challenges and requests
to describe his ecclesiastical and philosophical sympathies, Hardy worked hatd to avoid
becoming embroiled in discussion, and eluded attempts to label his own beliefs or systems
of thought.

Numerous attempts have been made to identify and analyse the trajectory of
- Hardy’s religious beliefs.” The broad biographical trajectory is clear. It is known that as a
boy he attended Sunday school regularly and that later he contemplated entering the
Anglican ministry, that he flirted briefly with Baptism in his late thirties, and oscillated
between High and Low Church Christianity until he began to express doubts about religion

in the mid-1860s.” These doubts, he records, were such as to stop him taking a ‘pass-

' Lvis2. Hardy does not identify the sender of the article. Eight yeats later, Noyes wrote The Guardian teport
on Hardy’s Westminster Abbey burial. In it he pointed out the irony of the ceremony, an irony of which, he
felt, Hardy would have approved: ‘Outside the Abbey there was a bleak drizzle which was in harmony with
the mental atmosphere. Yet from the point of view of the religion which did him the honour there was
something majestic in its utter indifference to his own words and his own philosophy. It was an indifference
that would have appealed to Hardy himself. In the very face of all that he had written and of all the Agnostics
gathered around him there were uttered once again the sublimest words in the English language: “I am the
tesurrection and the life.” ” Alfred Noyes, “The Burial of Thomas Hardy’, The Guardian, 17 Jan. 1928,
published online <http://books.guardian.co.uk/departments/classics/story/0,,109735,00.html>, accessed 29
Jun. 2006.

? One of the most thorough investigations of this sort can be found in the Introduction to Timothy Hands,
Thomas Hardy: Distracted Preacher?: Hardy’s Religions Biography and Its Influence on His Novels (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1989), 1-4.

3 Timothy Hands, ‘Religion’, in Norman Page (ed.), Oxford Reader’s Companion to Thomas Hardy, New York:
OUP, 2000), 360-5.



degree’: ‘he could not conscientiously carry out his idea of entering the church.” For the
rest of his life, Hardy maintained an ambivalent relationship with Christianity, struggling
with the extent and kind of his commitment—attending church and even offering his
opinion on the proper format of religious ceremony but also expressing reservations and
uncertainty on matters of belief.

Pinpointing his philosophical allegiances has proved, if anything, more
problematic.’ Hardy seems to have been even less eager to commit to a particular
philosophical standpoint than to a religious one. In July 1899 he was apptoached by the
Rationalist Press Association (a group with whom he might have been expected to have
some sympathy) inviting him to take up membership, and in early 1920 Joseph McCabe
asked permission to include the author in his forthcoming Biographical Dictionary of Modern
Rationalists. Hardy declined both offers.® Moreover, whilst he expressed a strong interest in
Positivism, he was (like George Eliot before him) always quick to point out that he did not
wholly subsctibe to the Positivists’ philosophy. On 25 February 1903 Hardy wrote to Lady
Grove, the daughter of his friends General and Mrs. Pitt-Rivers, ‘I am not a Positivist, as
you know, but I agree with Anatole France when he says, as he did the other day (though
he is not one either) that no person of setious thought in these times could be said to stand
aloof from Positivist teaching & ideals.”” Hardy even went so far as to suggest, light-
heartedly, that ‘[i}f Comte had introduced Christ among the worthies in his calendar it
would have made Positivism tolerable to thousands who...now decty what in their heart of

hearts they hold to contain the germs of a true system.”

* L 390.

* For a useful discussion of the philosophies in which Hardy showed interest see Timothy Hands, € “A
Bewildered Child and His Conjurors”: Hardy and the Ideas of His Time’, in Charles P. C. Pettit (ed.), New
Perspectives on Thomas Hardy New York, St. Martin’s Press, 1994), 137-55.

§ See LW 327 and L vii 162. With regard to the latter, it is clear from the names that do appear in this
dictionary that had Hardy not been alive to reject the offer McCabe would have included him. Many of
Hardy’s contemporaries, friends, mentors and authors with whom he was compared have an entry, including:
Thomas Catlyle, Edward Clodd, Auguste Comte, Charles Darwin, George Eliot, Frederic Harrison, T. H.
Huxley, F. W. Maitland, George Meredith, Herbert Spencer, and Leslie Stephen. See Joseph McCabe, 4
Biographical Dictionary of Modern Rationalists (London: Watts, 1920).

" L iii 53.

LY 150-1.
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Another school of thought with which Hardy was (and is) often identified was that
of German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer. But Hardy was again anxious to distance
him from such identification. On the contents page of his copy of Helen Garwood’s PhD
thesis, Thomas Hardy: An lllustration of the Philosophy of Schopenbaner (1911), Hardy underlined

the title of her fourth chapter as follows: ‘Lack of Similarity of the Views of Schopenhauer

and Hardy’.” In June 1924, after he had read Etnest Brennecke’s Thomas Hardy’s Universe: A
Study of a Poet’s Mind (1924), in which Brennecke argued that Hardy owed a great
philosophical debt to Schopenhauer, Hardy wrote to Brennecke to contest these claims,
listing several thinkers who had influenced him more than Schopenhauer:
I saw a criticism which remarked that [the book] was a little too much like a
treatise on Schopenhauer with notes on Hardy, and though that was a
humorous exaggeration, what the critic meant, I suppose, was that
Schopenhauer’s was too largely dwelt upon to the exclusion of other
philosophies apparent in my writings to represent me truly—that, as my pages
show harmony of view with Darwin, Huxley, Spencer, Comte, Hume, Mill, and
others (all of whom, as a matter of fact, I used to read more than Sch.) my
kinship with them should have been mentioned as well with him. Personally I
have nothing to say on this point, though I share their opinion to some
extent.”
Copious and detailed corrections in Hardy’s copy of Brennecke’s book show that he had
read it in some detail, and comments written throughout demonstrate the strength of his
reaction to it, proving that it was not merely the ‘critic’ who thought Brennecke had relied
too heavily on Schopenhauer. On the inside front cover Hardy wrote, “Too much
Schopenhauer for truth-’ and in the margin of page 15, the word “Wrong’. On page 75, an
entire paragraph concerning ‘Schopenhauerian docttine’ has been undetlined with ‘All this

is absurd’ written next to it in the matgin.'"' On the inside back cover Hardy wrote what

was presumably a draft of his letter to Brennecke."

? LN ii 2051n. The note is transcribed from Hardy’s copy of Helen Garwood, Thomas Hardy: An lustration of
the Philosophy of Schopenhauer (Philadelphia: John C. Winston, 1911). The book is patt of Hardy’s Max Gate
Library, held in the DCM.

' 1. vi 259. See Ernest Brennecke, Thomas Hardy’s Universe: A Study of a Poet’s Mind (London: T. Fisher Unwin
1924). The book is part of Hardy’s Max Gate Library, held in the DCM.

'! Page 15 of Brennecke’s book includes the claim that ‘the “Overworld” scenes of The Dynasts could not
possibly have been composed if Schopenhauer had not previously written Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung.

>



Much has been written concerning the apparent influence Schopenhauer’s
philosophy had upon Hardy’s writing."> Michael Millgate points out that it is more than
likely that early comparisons (notably one in the Speciator on 8 February 1879, which
Millgate believes to be ‘almost certainly Richard Holt Hutton’) were misdirected because
Hardy appears not to have been familiar with Schopenhauer until at least the eatly- to mid-
1880s.'* In fact, Die Weit als Wille und V orstellung (The World as Will and 1dea) was not
available in English translation until 1883, and Hardy’s command of the German language
was nevet great enough to have read it in the original. The similarities drawn between

Hardy and Schopenhauer have generally been with regard to Hardy’s later work, notably

Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891), Jude the Obscure (1895), and The Dynasts (1904-8), and critics

The underlined paragraph of page 75 reads: “Throughout The Dynasts there is emphasised the
Schopenhauerian doctrine that while history unfolds before our eyes the spectacle of uninterrupted change
and teaches us that at all times there was something different, philosophy maintains that this change is non-
essential and that at all tmes there was the same. The whole epic-drama is but an illustration of the statement
of the Spirit of the Years in the Fore-Scene—

But old laws operate yet; and phase and phase
Of men’s dynastic and imperial moils
Shape on accustomed lines.

History is an unbroken, uniform, and unchanging concatenation of events bound together by the mysterious
workings of the Immanent Will’
"2 The draft of Hardy’s letter reads as follows:

Fault of book:

. nintentionally,
In tracing resemblances between T.H. & Schopenhauer the author, perhaps with AHTTERIOTED Teads to the

inference that T.H. has derived these similarities from Sch.

Hobbes

Spinoza

Hume

Mill

Comte

Lewe’s Hist of Phil?

Spencer

Darwin

Huxley

The above were studied by T.H. as much as Sch.

1 Space restricts me from providing an exhaustive list; however, for other examples of criticism that examine
Schopenhauer’s influence on Hardy see Joanna Gibson, ‘Thomas Hardy: A Borrowing from Schopenhauer’,
Notes and Queries, NS 40 (1993), 492-3; Mary Ann Kelly, ‘Schopenhauer’s Influence on Hardy’s Jude the Obscure,
in Eric von der Luft (ed.), Schopenbauer: New Essays in Honor of His 200th Birthday (Studies in German Thought
and History, 10; Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen, 1988), 232-46; and William J. Scheick, ‘Schopenhauerian
Compassion, Fictional Structure, and the Reader: The Example of Hardy and Conrad’, in O. M. Brack (ed)),
Twilight of Dawn: Studies in English Literature in Transition (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1987), 45-67.

'* Michael Millgate, A4 Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), 199. There is no mention of
Schopenhauer in the eatly notebooks. See Anon. “The Return of the Native , Spectator, 8 Feb. 1879, 181-2 (182).



have focused their comparisons on Hardy’s pessimism, his apparent conviction that
suffering is a fact of life, and his phraseology, particularly regarding his concept of the
Immanent Will.”” Hardy never denied that he was interested in Schopenhauer’s work, and it
is true that these later works appear to show some influence. But Schopenhauer’s solution
to suffering through an ascetic life, for example, is not something that was taken up by
Hardy; indeed, he did not, especially in later life, entertain the possibility of minimising
suffering at all. It is beyond the remit of this thesis to discuss in detail where the
philosophies of Hardy and Schopenhauer align and differ. However, it is wotrthwhile to
identify Schopenhauer’s as one of the many philosophies that emerge from Hardy’s writing.
It is impossible to know whether Hardy was expecting his personal library to
become part of his mntellectual legacy and, therefore, impossible to know to what extent
markings such as those in his copy of Brennecke’s book and Garwood’s thesis were
contrived—though it seems unlikely that they were as writing in one’s own books was
standard practice in the period. It is unusual that he referred to himself in the third person,
creating an intermediary that distanced the author from a categorical assertion of his
influences while, at the same time, ensuring that there was no doubt concerning the identity
of “T.H.” should the library not be preserved intact. Whethet or not these annotations were
written with an eye to posterity, it 1s evident that public perception of his philosophical
influences was of some importance to him.
In the Life he transcribed the following note written on New Year’s Eve 1901:

After reading various philosophical systems, and being struck with their

contradictions and futilities, I have come to this:—Let every man make a

Dphilosophy for himself out of his own experience. He will not be able to escape using

terms and phraseology from earlier philosophers, but let him avoid adopting
their theories if he values his own mental life." (emphasis in original)

'3 For useful concise accounts of Schopenhauer’s philosophy see Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy
(1946; London: Routledge, 2000), 722-7; Awet Moges, ‘Schopenhauer’s Philosophy’ The Galilean Library 2006
<http:/ /www.galilean-library.org/schopenhauer.html>, accessed 19 Jul. 2006; and Robert Wicks, ‘Arthur
Schopenhauer’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (12 May 2003)
Ehttp: / /wrorwr.seop.leeds.ac.uk/entries/schopenhauer/index.html.>, accessed 19 Jul. 2006.

LW 333.



Though this note firmly eschews adoption of the theories of ‘earlier philosophers’, it
encourages the formation of an individual philosophy by ‘every man’, which, presumably,
must include the author himself. It is important to clatify here that there is, of coutse, a
difference between philosophy and # philosophy, and between subsctibing to one
philosophy and being inclined towards philosophical reflection. Crucial to Hardy’s position
was that each man’s philosophy ought to be detived ‘for himself out of his own excperience’. He
was not advocating that man should formalise a philosophical position, but that, when
looking for a principle by which to live his life he should be guided by his experience of the
world, and when, more grandly, attempting to reach possible conclusions about the origin
of things, he ought to be guided by his own intelligence and not be excessively influenced
by existing philosophical systems and ideologies.

Yet 1t seems that Hardy was in practice reluctant to leave ‘every man’ to reach his
own philosophical conclusions and that he could not resist the urge to share those he had
reached himself, however vague he claimed they were. In December 1920, he wrote the

following letter to an unidentified correspondent:

A friend of mine writes objecting to what he calls my “philosophy” (though I
have no philosophy—merely what I have often explained to be only a
confused heap of impressions, like those of a bewildered child at a conjuring
show.) He says he has never been able to conceive a Cause of Things that
could be less 1 any respect than the thing caused. This apparent impossibility
to him, and to so many, has been long ago proved non-existent by
philosophers, and 1s very likely owing to his running his head against a Single
Cause, and perceiving no possible other. But if he would discern that what we
call the First Cause should be called First Causes, his difficulty would be
lessened. Assume a thousand unconscious causes—Ilumped together in poetry
as one Cause, or God—and bear in mind that a coloured liquid can be
produced by the mixture of colourless ones, a noise by the juxtaposition of
silences, etc., etc., and you see that the assumption that intelligent beings arise
from the combined action of unintelligent forces is sufficiently probable for
imaginative writing, and I have never attempted scientific. It is my misfortune
that people i/ treat all my mood-dictated writing as a single scientific theory."”
(emphasis in original)

171.vi 48.
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According to Millgate and Purdy, the compilers of Hardy’s correspondence, this letter was
actually not a letter at all, ‘but a set of self-justifying arguments cast into epistolary form for
purposes of publication in Laser Years.”'* Apparently conttived to silence speculation, the
letter-that-1s-not-a-letter raises many more questions than it answers, not least because it is
one 1n a series of contradictory statements on such matters. It is, on the sutface, a
defenstve justification of Hardy’s art, a careful response to those who would seek to place a
label upon him—ryet its very existence risks contradicting the message that it conveys. He
dismisses the charges against his philosophy by stating that he has ‘no philosophy’, and
diminishing the importance of what he does have with the wotds ‘merely’, ‘only’ and
‘sufficiently probable’. His writing, he argues, was never intended to show a philosophy at
all; it was simply an array of impressions and thoughts that had crossed his mind
throughout the period of its composition. But by pretending that this letter was a piece of
private correspondence, whilst always intending to have it published in a biography, Hardy
silently acknowledged that this was not a trivial matter.

Rather than take the letter at face value and see it as a rejection of his claim to be
seen as philosophical, we should see the letter as itself a model of the philosophy that
Hardy sought to delineate. He throws a barrage of disparate images at his reader—the
‘bewildered child at a conjuring show’, the aggregation of ‘unconscious causes’, the colour
and noise similes—moving in one short paragraph from childish recreation through
metaphysics to science.” The subject matter is equally heterogenous. He begins by
contemplating philosophy, slips into considering poetry, and concludes with a hybrid of the
two, referring both to the poetic fiction of a single Cause and to a God. This non-
philosophy develops thr.ough three stages. First, he asserts that his view of the wotld is

made up of a set of sensory expetiences that are fascinating to obsetve and interesting to

18, .

L v148n. .
1% Similarities in phraseology have been noted between the ‘bewildered child at a conjuring show’ image and
Schopenhauer’s Studies in Pessimism. The word ‘impressions’ may owe a debt to Hume. Hardy does not use
either the image or the word in the same way as Schopenhauer or Hume. See Gibson, ‘Borrowing from

Schopenhauer’, 492-3 and, for a lucid account of Hume’s ‘impressions’, see Russell, History of Western
- Philosophy, 634-47.



record, but impossible to fathom, and over which he has no control. Secondly, he implies
that the world itself is merely an amalgamation of disparate causes that in isolation have no
innate significance. Finally, he argues that, because his works are ‘imaginative’ and ‘mood-
dictated’, and not scientific, the reader should not attempt to discern a system of
philosophy because there is none to find. For Hardy, the object of interest should be the
resulting literary work, and, by analogy, the wotld, and not its constituent parts ot ‘Causes’,
which are nothing more than accidental contributors to the whole. It is this last point that
seems most disingenuous. Having asserted that he has no system of philosophy, Hardy
intimates that he might have such a thing were he attempting a scientific explanation as
opposed to an imaginative one. He draws a line between science and literature, aligning
himself exclusively with the latter. Is he implying that, wete he to be encouraged into that
other domain, a systematic philosophy that has no place in fiction would become
apparent?—that with the right tools and knowledge, it would be possible to unravel the
mystery of First Causes?

There is something very slippery about the way in which Hardy treated these
matters: he wrote (if Millgate and Purdy are right) a letter that was not a letter, to appear in
an autobiography that he would not put his own name to, about a philosophy that he
denied having (for what else can we call this explanation of First Causes if not
philosophy?). Indeed, it seems that most of Hardy’s private papers were subject to
manipulation in some way: famously, he took care to burn several of his private letters;
many of his notebooks were destroyed, and those left were not intended for publication.”’
In early 1920 Hardy admitted his ‘inconsistencies’ to Joseph McCabe in the letter already
mentioned, turning down the offer of an entry in the Biggraphical Dictionary.*' Due to illness

Hardy authorised his wife Florence to respond on his behalf:

20 See Lennart A. Bjork’s “Textual Introduction’ in LN xxxi and Michael Millgate, Testamentary Acts: Browning,
Tennyson, James, Hardy (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992), 110-74.
2 L vii 162.



He says he thinks he is rather an 1rrationalist than a rationalist, on account of
his inconsistencies. He has, mn fact, declared as much in prefaces to some of his
poems where he explains his views as being mete impressions that frequently
change. Moreover, he thinks he could show that no man is a rationalist, and
that human actions are not ruled by reason at all in the last resort. But this, of
course, is outside the question.22

This confession supports Hardy’s proclaimed non-philosophy of chaotic ‘impressions’, yet

there is a self-awareness here that, combined with all we know of his biogtaphical stage-

management, is impossible to ignore.

Interesting compatisons can be drawn between the ‘confused heap of impressions”
of the non-letter and Hardy’s prefaces and notes to both Tess of the d’Urbervilles and Jude the
Obscnre. In the 1891 ‘Explanatory Note to the First Edition’ of Tess of the d’'Urbervilles, Hardy
claimed to h;IVC attempted to give an ‘artistic form to a true sequence of things’.23 But in
the 1892 ‘Preface to the Fifth and Later Editions” he withdraws any suggestion of a
straightforward truth to be registered. He declates that the novel was ‘oftener charged with
impressions than with convictions’ and that it ‘is an impression, not an argument’.”* ‘Jude the
Obscure , he states in the 1895 ‘Preface to the First Edition’, ‘is simply an endeavour to give
shape and coherence to a seties of seemings, ot petsonal irnpressions’.2 > But when he wrtites
the non-letter in 1920, his perception of philosophy has changed again, from a ‘series’ with
‘shape and coherence’ into a ‘confused heap of impressions’. His effotts to elude any
suggestion that there was a system or pre-existing philosophy grow more and more
strenuous. He refuses either to concede that the impressions had innate meaning, or that
he intended them to convey specific meanings.

In his response to the Rationalist Press Association’s offer of membership in 1899
(mentioned previously), Hardy declared:

Though I am interested in the Society I feel it to be one which would naturally
compose itself rather of writers on philosophy, science, and history, than of

2 L vii 162.

23 Hardy, ‘Explanatory Note to the First Edition’, in TD 3.

24 Hardy, ‘Preface to the Fifth and Later Editions’, in TD 4-7.

25 Hardy, ‘Preface to the First Edition’, in JO xxxv-xxxix (XXXV-XXXV1).
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wrtiters of imaginative works, whose effect depends largely on detachment. By
belonging to a philosophical association, imaginative writers place themselves
in this difficulty, that they are misread as propagandist when they mean to be
simply artistic and delineative.”
Hardy suggests that his role as an artist comes into conflict with any straightforward public
avowals of belief or unbelief: literature is a space for speculation, experimentation and
entertainment. The author’s role 1s simply to present the myriad of impressions as they

occut to him then to step back and allow the reader to infer what he will—he claims no

access to higher truths.

NINETEENTH-CENTURY AGNOSTICISM: AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH TO HARDY

There 1s, however, one philosophical stance with which Hardy has been loosely and—I
shall argue—should be more particularly identified. Refusal, on principle, to subscribe to
statements of belief about First Causes was the defining characteristic of late nineteenth-
century agnosticism. The word entered the English language 1n the 1870s via a group of
nineteenth-century liberal thinkers known, subsequently, as the agnostics. The word
‘agnostic’ was coined in 1869 by T. H. Huxley in order to give a name to the principle of
rational unbelief in a divine being. Derived from the Greek grosis (‘knowledge’), a-gnosis
means, literally, ‘without knowledge’. Its origins are, however, less clear than this brief
account suggests. Loosely emerging out of Humean scepticism, the term itself eludes clear
definition, and does not readily yield a neat historical narrative of development from the
first conception of the term through its period of greatest influence to its observable
decline or dilution.

The agnostics did not constitute a cleatly defined gtoup, not is it appatent that theit

ideas were sufficiently similar to allow them to be retrospectively termed a movement.

%1 w327,
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Agnostic thinkers such as T. H. Huxley, Leslie Stephen, W. K. Clifford and Herbert

Spencer each had their own slightly different interpretations of what agnosticism meant.
Spencer’s definition was expounded before the term itself was even coined. In Firsz
Principles (1862) he atgued that all belief systems, religious and scientific, were equally valid
(and equally invalid) because they could all be traced back to the same single point, and that
the contradictory elements of these systems were not necessarily derived from
misinterpretation, but from the undiscoverable nature of the foundation itself.”’ Huxley
and Clifford were primarily concerned with evidence, and sought to replace the
unknowable object of religious worship, God, with one that could be more easily
understood: the scientific laws of nature and the physical world. However, definitions of
science varied. Huxley was an adherent of Newtonian physics and shied away from new
statistical sciences that sought to examine the world on an unobservable atomic level.”®
Clifford, the youngest of Huxley’s agnostic disciples, embraced the advances of the atomic
sciences and argued that they did not undermine agnosticism; in fact, as they served to
illustrate the limits of human cognition to an even greater extent, they actually provided
agnosticism with one of its best defences.”” Leslie Stephen treated agnosticism on a more
human level, considering what it could offer the ordinary man. His essay ‘An Agnostic’s
Apology’ (1876) illustrates that, as far as Stephen was concerned, agnosticism provided a
useful and more positive option for those who would have described themselves as atheist
but really meant that they just could not know. He declared that agnosticism ‘seem[ed] to
imply a fairly accurate appreciation of a form of creed already common and daily

spreading’; indeed, because ultimate truths cannot be located in any field of metaphysical

2T Herbert Spencer, First Principles (London: Williams and Nozgate, 1862).

* Bernard Lightman, The Origins of Agnosticism: Victorian Unbelief and the Limits of Knowledge (Balimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1987), 170-2.

2 Ibid.
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enquiry, agnosticism is an inevitable state for all men, whatever creed they choose to
follow.”

The fluid nature of agnosticism is mitrored in Hardy’s analysis of his own
philosophy in several ways. First, both elude absolute definition in terms of the content of
belief. Hardy categorically declares that he has ‘no philosophy’ before going on to outline
an account, albeit a perplexing one, of his philosophy. Agnosticism cannot be defined in
any positive sense because it did not have an easily recognisable set of codes by which its
adherents must live. Secondly, Hardy took pains to rationalise his stance of non-
commitment in his writings about aesthetics. The agnostics, too, were concerned to explain
the rational grounds for their refusal of commitment, and held up that refusal as a point of
principle for science and for life. Most importantly, Hardy shared the agnostics’ view that it
is futile to attempt to locate a First Cause for the world and our existence in it. On that
point, he and they said, we have only our impressions—phenomena, not noumena. Hardy
does not deny the possibility that there might be an unexplained enigma behind the world,
but in referring to ‘bewildered children’ he echoes the agnostics’ claim that there is a
cognitive barrier that will prevent any arrival at ultimate knowledge. The basic premise of
both Hardy and the agnostics is that, whether by design or by comncidence, ultimate truths
are unavailable to us: mankind, as Stephen proposed, must necessarily be agnostic.

Aligning Hardy with agnostiéism 1s not in itself new. Indeed, Hardy himself, in 2
rare moment of philosophical candour, wrote in the Life of his move to poetry:

Perhaps I can express more fully in verse ideas and emotions which run
counter to the inert crystallized opinion—hard as a rock—which the vast body
of men have vested interests in supporting. To cry out in a passionate poem
that (for mstance) the Supreme Mover or Movers, the Prime Force or Forces,
must be either limited in power, unknowing or cruel—which is obvious
enough, and has been for centuries—will cause them merely a shake of the

head; but to put it in argumentative prose will make them sneer, or foam, and
set all the literary contortionists jumping upon me, a harmless agnostic, as if

30 Leslie Stephen, ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’, in id., An Agnostic’s Apology and Other Essays (1876; New Delhi:
Rupa, 2003), 1-39 (1). See my Chapter Three for a fuller analysis of ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’.
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wete a clamorous atheist, which in their crass illiteracy they seem to think is the

same thing.”
The two most recent studies to consider Hardy’s agnosticism are Timothy Hands’ Thomas
Hardy: Distracted Preacher? (1989) and Deborah L. Collins’ Thomas Hardy and His God: A
Liturgy of Unbelief (1990).*2 While both are significant works, neither fully tackles the matter
of agnosticism itself—too teadily characterising Hardy as an agnostic without investigating
thoroughly what such a label might imply before moving on to discuss his religious and
philosophical beliefs more generally. As shown below, the approaches adopted by both
Hands and Collins are rather different from that undertaken in this thesis, in which
agnosticism itself is the focus and its definition and consequences discussed in detail.

Timothy Hands argues that ‘[t]he nineteenth-century term “agnostic” is certainly

the most suitable word for describing Hardy’s views”.” A thorough examination of the
author’s ‘religious biography’, he claims, yields ‘an appreciation of Hardy’s fictional career
which is...cogent and lucid.”* Tracing this ‘religious biography’, and examining the
plethora of biblical allusions throughout Hardy’s writings, Hands concludes that: ‘Hardy
altmost seems to see his art as a kind of explanation of religion to himself, as part of a
search for God. A concern with religion, an analysis of the relationship of man with what
the nineteenth-century mind still regarded as man’s maker, is fundamental to Thomas
Hardy’s art.”®® Hands treats Hardy’s agnosticism as a consequence of religious doubt,
characterising the author as a ‘not-knower’ rather than an agnostic in the spirit of Huxley,
and conttrasting Huxley’s ‘clearly defined limits to his beliefs and doubts” with Hardy’s

‘artist[ic]” inability to do the same: “‘Where there were no limits to his possible beliefs, there

LW 302,

32 Hands, Distracted Preacher and Deborah L. Collins, Thomas Hardy and His God: A Liturgy of Unbelief
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1990).

33 Hands, Distracted Preacher, 35.

> Tbid. 134.

* Tbid. 133.
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were equally no limits to his doubts. Although there were few things which he could not
believe, there were likewise few things that he could.”

Although I broadly concur with much of what Hands argues—that Hardy
embraces both belief and doubt—there is much more to be said about Hardy’s approach to
nineteenth-century agnosticism. While Hands comes closer than any other commentator to
considering the meaning of Hardy’s agnosticism, he misses the mark by expressing it in
terms of a negative position (Hardy is, for him, a ‘not-knower’). Where Hands insists on
Hardy’s uncertainty and equivocality, I propose that Hardy was, in fact, clear—and grew
mote so ovet time—about his philosophical outlook, and that the religious and
philosophical ambiguities that characterise his novels, poetty and non-fictional writings do
not indicate a conflict between belief and doubt, but rather follow from Hardy’s conclusion
that knowledge was impossible (and therefore ambiguities were inevitable). Hardy’s
position was one that embraced religious, philosophical and even political uncertainty as a
positive standpoint. Thus, his claim in 1920 that he was an ‘irrationalist’ was not simply a
negation of the rationalist position, but a principled position in itself; indeed, he claimed
that ‘he could show that no man is a rationalist, and that human actions are not ruled by
reason at all in the last resort’. This is a fully considered position not a dismissal. Hardy
qualified the idea 1n his autobiography:

My own interest lies largely in non-rationalistic subjects, since non-rationality
seems, so far as one can perceive, to be the principle of the Universe. By which
I do not mean foolishness, but rather a principle for which there is no exact
name, lying at the indifference-point between rationality and itrationality.”’
Hardy’s philosophical beliefs and what he says about the role of art come together here.
Scientific writing must ultimately bow down to rationality, and rationalism can play no part
in assessing the ‘principle of the Universe.” The best way to undertake such an assessment

is through a non-rational medium: art (specifically, in Hardy’s case, literature). Crucially,

3 Tbid. 35-6.
3T LW 332.
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though, Hardy was not taking the opportunity to stake a special claim for literature—along
the lines that it could provide the explanations and the principles that science could not
access; rathet, literature, as he saw it, by bleﬁding invention and reality (and, presumably,
without stepping into the itrational realms of the fantastic), could best do justice to the
human predicament of unknowingness by moving beyond rationality to explore the
‘indifference-point’ between rationality and itrationality. There is more to this world, Hardy
argues, than reason can discover.

Deborah L. Collins addresses the matter of Hardy’s fragmented philosophy, saying
that it ‘may appear to be a logicless, senseless discordia of ideas and beliefs. ..adding to the
disorder in the universe’.”® Taking a Bakhtinian approach, she counters such claims by
arguing that ‘Hardy’s art emerges...as a polyphonic recapitulation and reinterpretation of
his discovery that at the centre of man’s growing despait and confusion is his inability to
fathom the nature of God.” Collins attributes Hardy’s ‘polyphony’ to the ‘spirit of the age
into which he was born, the incongruent circumstances of his birth and childhood, and the
irreconcilable public and private experiences of his life’, suggesting that these factors were
so influential upon him both as a man and as an artist that it was impossible for him not to
register the discordance in his writings.*

Recognising that Hardy would probably have been itritated by her endeavour,
Collins breaks down Hardy’s polyphony into constituent voices in an effort to identify the
various theories that informed his work, reminding her reader that her aim is not to ‘reveal
that grand, forbidden philosophy nor to fabricate what cannot be found’, but to glean an
‘understanding of his canon.” The voices Collins examines are: first, one that argues that

‘God does not exist’; secondly, the voice of ‘full-blown Darwinism’; and, finally, the voice

3% Collins, Thomas Hardy and His God, 3.
3 Ibid. 1.

0 Thid. 11, 6.

M Thid. 15.
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of the ‘heart’.* She concludes that through the combination and interaction of these voices
Hardy demonstrated that
In [his] temporal world, redemption is gained through an introspective
progression toward self-discovery and self-forgiveness, and it is necessarily the
result of that self-acceptance transformed into action by the compassionate
exercise of freewill. If 2 man denies his brotherhood, extorts sympathy or
profiteers grace, despises his own identity or seeks easy absolution in another’s,
he has unequivocally damned himself...*
It is my contention that, while it is true that Hardy offered the solution of ‘brothethood’
and ‘self-acceptance’ as ways of coping in a possibly Godless world, he did not offer the
solution without a proviso: though there might be a way of coping with the wotld, it is
nonetheless important to continue to speculate about its unfathomable origin and
direction; indeed, in Collins’s comment that by denying ‘brotherhood’ man ‘unequivocally
damn|s] himself’, she reintroduces the language of religion and, along with it, the possibility
of a God. A pull towards theological, philosophical and epistemological speculation
remains at the forefront of Hardy’s work. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Seven,
Hardy’s ‘intractable commitment to non-commitment’ (as Collins puts it) is what most
significantly charactenises his writings, rather than any answers to moral or epistemological
problems he might have preferred.”

This thests seeks to assess critically the claim that Hardy was an agnostic—a claim
which has not yet been satisfactorily investigated in the critical literature—looking closely at
the meanings of agnosticism (in terms of the nineteenth-century usage of the word) and
how Hardy’s understanding of agnosticism manifests itself in his work. Rather than
conceive of agnosticism as a doctrine with a set of clearly formulated codes and beliefs, it is
necessary to treat it as a flexible cultural concept that comes out of intellectual debates in

late nineteenth-century Britain. It is also necessary to clarify that nineteenth-century

agnosticism was subtly different from agnosticism today. Agnosticism has come to mean,

2 Ibid. 15, 32, 97.
3 Tpid. 170-1.
4 Thid. 169.
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in general non-scholarly usage, an almost passive admission that one does not know
whether there is 2 God—a verbal shrug of the shoulders, characterising what Hands refers
to as adopting the posture of a ‘not-knower’. Nineteenth-century agnosticism was, by
contrast, an active refusal to subscribe to theological systems, a principled stance of non-
commitment. It was not simply saying nothing; it was a carefully reasoned declaration of
the limits of human cognition. Finally, agnosticism is usually considered primarily with
regard to religious belief; however, the concept of rational knowledge and the consequent
problems of commitment that emerge from consideration of agnosticism can, I believe,
reasonably be extended to incorporate other facets of human existence. Therefore, this
thesis seeks also to expand upon traditional perceptions of agnosticism to view it as a
stance not solely concerned with religion and belief in God, but with much broader
implications for our ability to know quite basic things about other people and the world
around us, including—pertinently for Hardy—the trustworthiness of love and the value of
art.

It is not my aim to pin a label, or seties of labels, on Hardy’s beliefs or philosophy,
nor do I seek to offer a complete history of agnosticism. Rather, by exploring the novels
and poetry as they intersect with the intellectual development of agnosticism, I show that at
the centre of Hardy’s work, as at the centre of agnosticism, is an insistence upon final
epistemological uncertainty, and that in everything he wrote Hardy applied the rational, but,
more importantly for him, the artistic necessity of non-dogmatism. In addition, it will be
demonstrated that Hardy’s opinion of agnosticism was not uncritical. In his later novels, he
addressed the problems of applying agnostic principlés in the real world and pessimistically
illustrated both the impracticality and, finally, the undesirability of such exacting rationality.
As such, his wotk can be read as a critical reinterpretation of the rationalist principles of

agnostic thought within the domain of art.
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Chapter One locates Hardy within the historical context of nineteenth-century agnosticism
by examining his relationships with the agnostic thinkers, Herbert Spencer, T. H. Huxley,
and Leslie Stephen. It demonstrates, largely through close examination of his letters, notes
and diary entries, that Hardy was engaging with agnosticism at a crucial point in its
historical development. Although not ‘Agnostic’, Hardy’s epistemology is best understood
as a critical reinterpretation of the agnosticism of his contemporaries, and new insights into
his wotk can be gained by reading it as the testing ground for this epistemology. This
chapter clarifies the distinction between Hardy’s agnosticism and that of his
contemporaries. Where many agnostics used their agnosticism as a defence for rational
unbelief, Hardy was aware that once one acknowledged that absolute truths cannot be
known, it was equally illogical to use this principle to insist upon absolute refusal of belief.
It will be shown that Hardy’s agnosticism was, in many senses, a putrer form than that of
his contemporaries, and more intellectually robust and consistent than most critics have
been willing to concede. Charles A. Watts, writing in the 1885 edition of The Agnostic
Annnal, explained the beneficent diversity of propetly-understood agnosticism:
The Agnostic, burdened with no supernatural predilections, and free from the
trammels of superstition, can roam where he lists and pluck the blossoms of
every creed of every country. He can accept of the poetry and simplicity of
Christianity; he can partake of the beauty and majesty of Buddhism; he can
welcome that which is true and useful in Mohammedanism. For underlying
every system which has been promulgated by the various races of mankind
there is a scintilla of truth, and he who would participate in the hopes and
strivings of mankind, who revels in their joys and sorrows, who has no closed
door to that which 1s wise and just, must have a catholic heart and a
cosmopolitan mind. Agnosticism is eclecticism 7z excelsis, and herein lies its
superiority over all other systems of religion and philosophy.*
While Huxley and Stephen especially were using their agnosticism to rail against theism,

Hardy restricted himself to a more literal interpretation, resisting the temptation to use it to

reach a philosophical or theological standpoint, even a position of non-belief.*® His

* Charles. A. Watts, ‘Agnosticism and Atheism’, The Agnostic Annnal, (1885), 3-4 (4).
% Huxley wrote two poems that were straightforwardly critical of theology and the Church: ‘Altr’ Arno,
Florence’ and ‘Westminster Abbey’. These were published after his death in a volume of his wife’s poetry.
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insistence on epistemological uncertainty was an agnostic position in terms of its recoutse
to not-knowingness, but not one that can be labelled ‘Agnostic’. Indeed, Hardy’s
agnosticism took the idea of not-knowingness beyond anything that the agnostics
themselves achieved. Its proper application (which I refer to as ‘pure agnosticism’) was
liberating: not closing the doors on philosophical possibilities, but throwing them open.

Chapter Two explores the novels that Hardy retrospectively believed to be his
weakest and referred to disparagingly as ‘Novels of Ingenuity’ (Desperate Remedies (1871), The
Hand of Ethelberta (1876) and A Laodicean (1881)). 1 argue that the simplistic narratives and
sensational plot devices for which Hardy was criticised nevertheless offer important
msights into how the author was engaging with questions of knowledge and commitment
in this early period, and demonstrate his natural sympathies with agnosticism. Written over
the first ten years of his career, these three experimental novels show the progress of
Hardy’s skills as an author as well as his developing views on the limits of knowledge,
illustrating an apparent shift from a desperate need to locate the truth to a stance of
resignation concerning the possibility of attaining that truth. By the end of this formative
era, Hardy was beginning to depict the pursuit for knowledge or truth as essentially
hopeless. In these three novels, he provides an artistic account of the history of the
agnostic struggle and offers a justification for the stance of non-commitment.

In Chapter Three I look at_4 Pazr of Blue Eyes (1873) and The Return of the Native
(1878), considering them as artistic (and critical) reinterpretations of two of Leslie
Stephen’s agnostic essays. This chapter illustrates the influence (professional and
philosophical) Stephen had upon the novelist and demonstrates Hardy’s effotts to interpret
the philosophical ideas of his editor and recast and interrogate them in an artistic
framework. The famous cliff scene in .4 Pair of Blue Eyes has been compared with Stephen’s

essay ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’ (1872), and it has been acknowledged that Hardy

Though discussion of these poems falls outside the remit of this thesis, it is, nonetheless, mnteresting to see
how Huxley treated his unbelief in poetry. See T. H. Huxley, ‘Altr’ Atno, Florence: In View of Michael
Angelo’s David and Galileo’s Tower’ and “Westminster Abbey’, in Henrietta A. Huxley, Poems of Henrietta A.
Husley: With Three of Thomas Henry Huxley (London: Duckworth, 1913), 2, 3-4.
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used Stephen’s essay as the model for the scene: to date, howevet, no one has explored the
wider implications of Hardy’s ‘borrowing’ for gaining an understanding of his philosophical
viewpoint. By examining the similarities and differences between the two pieces, I consider
what these might reveal about Hardy’s early relationship with nineteenth-century
agnosticism. The Return of the Native demonstrates both Hardy’s increasingly critical
response to his former editor’s philosophy, particulatly in ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’ (1876),
and a burgeoning independence with regard to his own apptroach to questions of
metaphysics and epistemology. In contrast to the eternal pessimism of Stephen’s staunchly
agnostic position in his ‘Apology’, at the close of Hardy’s novel, the hero, Clym, discovers,
not happiness, but 2 peace that can only be achieved by flexibility and tolerance, indicating
the author’s agnosticism was not the inevitable and inflexible position that Stephen would
have 1t be.

Written when agnosticistn was well-established, if not popular, The Mayor of
Casterbridge (1886) and The Woodlanders (1887) constitute Hardy’s artistic contribution to the
agnostic debates of the mid-1880s. In Chapter Four I consider Hardy’s attempts to address
what he saw as a fundamental problem with intellectual debate—that philosophers had a
tendency to scientific detachment, failing to give due attention to the human subjects of
their debates. Hardy saw the opportunities that his art, with its special focus on rural life,
afforded to contextualise the debates, especially those about the human predicament, and
to make them more pertinent to the common man. In these novels Hatdy developed his
consideration of the impossibility of knowledge into an exploration of the problems of
commitment that follow from this impossibility, looking not, as the agnostics did, at
theology, but at the implications of unknowingness for simpler matters, such as human
relationships. For Hardy, there was an absurdity in dogmatism of any kind, but he also
recognised that society places certain demands on the individual to make commitments to

people and principles. Modetate (as opposed to strict) rationalism is upheld as one way of
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addressing this paradox, but the increasing pessimism of these novels demonstrates that
such an approach can only assuage suffering rather than prevent it.

In Chapter Five, I examine Tess of the d'Urbervilles (1891) as a philosophical thought-
expetiment, looking at the novel’s textual development, from manuscript through
serialisation to volume publication. Regarding Tess herself as the subject of Hardy’s
experiment, I examine the effects of the different moral codes to which she is subjected
throughout the novel, particulatly that of the (in the initial conception of the story) overtly
agnostic Angel Clare. I demonstrate that what began as a simple tale of a ruined woman
grew into a critical exploration of the effects of religious unbelief on the moral life. The
manuscript and subsequent volume editions were subject to numerous revisions, and it can
be seen that Hardy revised Angel’s character towards more pronounced agnosticism,
before later choosing to make that agnosticism less explicit and the character less
sympathetic. Originally, Angel was to have experienced the struggle between logic and
belief, and his original justification for rejecting Tess was to have been, unrelatedly, based
on simple jealousy. But with the revisions Hardy chose to make Angel’s agnosticism more
problematic and Angel’s attitude towards it hypbcritical: it is a position he claims, but his
rationalism 1s limited to theology and he does not, until it is too late, recognise the need to
extend his philosophy to reassess his conservative Christian morality. Tess opens out
further Hardy’s consideration of agnosticism, demonstrating that the liberalism that should
follow was rarely satisfactotily recognised by its traditional adherents. With Clare, Hardy
llustrates one of the main problems faced by the agnostics: through the scrupulous
application of rationality, all traditional arguments for the external basis of our moral codes
are lost; how, then, can the agnostic justify his own moral instincts? This is not a2 matter
that the novel answers, but it poses the question in a troublingly acute form.

Chapter Six proposes that Hardy’s philosophical reflection on agnosticism’s
implications for morality was extended and revised in Jude the Obscure (1895). In this novel,

though it is explicitly set before agnosticism was well known, Hardy looked ever more
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critically at the consequences of Jude’s proto-agnosticism, advocating again the non-
dogmatic approach, but demonstrating it to be ultimately unfeasible in a society that is not
yet ready for it. Focusing the narrative on an aspirational man of low social class, Hardy
shows that philosophical speculation in general and agnosticism in particular are luxuries
available only to the richer, more educated men in society. Unlike these privileged men,
Jude is inextricably immersed in the human struggle, and, while he aspires to a
philosophical life, he repeatedly makes decisions based on his understanding of what it
feels like to be human rather than on philosophical and speculative abstractions. The
rational position of the agnostics provides little help for motal and emotional life. Jude
eventually chooses to live agnostically, in the Hardyan non-rational sense, but the tragic
mode of this novel demonstrates Hardy’s growing conviction that suffering is an inevitable
part of being human, regardless of one’s beliefs or moral standards. It is clear from Jude’s
efforts to extricate himself from the prescriptive values of society that his purer application
of agnostic values (values which are governed only by the principle of loving-kindness and
are entirely flexible beyond that imperative) cannot exist in 1solation: loving-kindness
cannot successfully be a guiding principle if there is nobody willing to reciprocate. Jude’s
tragedy, he realises, stems from the fact that the world 1s not ready for this new system of
non-rationality and that he alone recognises its worth.

In Chapter Seven I argue that Hardy’s rejection of novel-writing 1n favour of
poetry-writing demonstrates, amongst other things, a desire to concentrate on a medium
better suited to the relativist, non-committed, loosely agnostic outlook he had come to
identify as appropriate to art and to life. Prose tends, as Hardy acknowledged, to be read as
didactic, whereas poetry can hope to be understood as more impressionistic. I suggest that
poetry gives a readier literary voice to Hardy’s agnosticism, and was, for Hatdy, a release
from the constraints of narrative fiction. Poetry, as Hardy saw it, is more provisional, more
partial and does not try to form a complete picture of society or of life. Moreovert, the way

in which the reading public consumes poetry is very different from the necessarily linear
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way in which a novel is read, and the different conventions of reading allow it to function
impressionistically. It is one of the strengths of poetry that it finally neither confirms nor
disproves Hardy’s allegiance to agnosticism, nor to any other philosophical standpoint. The
principle of loving-kindness is again offered as the only possible strategy for coping in a
world without God; however, the poetry demonstrates the persistent tug still towards the
bigger questions of metaphysics and epistemology. Despite their diversity, the lyrics are all
similar in that even when answers appear to have been reached, there is an inability and a

reluctance on his part to leave off questioning.
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CHAPTER ONE

AN ARTIST AMONG THE AGNOSTICS

In his letter to Ernest Brennecke in June 1924 (quoted above), Hardy said that his work
showed ‘harmony of view’ with the philosophies of Darwin, Huxley, Spencer, Comte,
Hume, Mill and others, and referred to his ‘kinship’ with them. Not all of the men named
were identified with nineteenth-century agnosticism, but the inclusion of Huxley, Spencer
and Darwin sufficiently weights the list in that direction to evidence Hardy’s intellectual
engagement with agnostics. Moreover, both Huxley’s and Spencer’s agnosticism grew out
of Humean scepticism.'

Hardy was not personally acquainted with all those he named in his letter, and
some of the agnostics he did not name were barely referred to in his private writings. For
example, John Tyndall and W. K. Clifford are mentioned a number of times in Hardy’s
Literary Notebooks, but there is no evidence to show that Hardy ever corresponded with or
about them, and he made no published diaty entties pertaining to either of them.” James
Knowles is alluded to once in the Life, in a brief diary entry of 15 April 1893 where Hardy
notes that he met Knowles at the Savile Club when dining there.’

However, Hardy did make several allusions in his private writings to three of the
most prominent names in nineteenth-century agnosticism—Herbert Spencer, T. H. Huxley

and Leslie Stephen—each of whom, Hardy claimed, had a great influence on him.? This

! Darwin wrote in response to a letter asking him to declare whether or not he believed in God: I think that
generally (and mote and more as I grow older), but not always, that an Agnostic would be the more correct
description of my state of mind.” Letter quoted in Adtian Desmond and James Moore, Darwin (London:
Michael Joseph, 1991), 636.

2 Tyndall is mentioned at LN i 855-60 and 1ii 2496. Entties on Clifford are at LIN11215,11218,11282,1
1383, 1 1452-3; ii 2049, 1 2090 and 1 2278.

3 LW 269. Hardy was a member of the Savile Club from 1878 until 1909. During this time Herbert Spencer
was also a membet, though Hardy makes no note of ever having met Spencer there. For a list of members of
the Club, including the dates they were elected, see Anon., The Savile Club: 1868-1923 (London, privately
printed by the Committee of the Savile Club, 1923).

* For further biographical data on Spencer, Huxley and Stephen, see DNB online edition: ‘Herbert Spencer’
DNB Online. Oxford University Press. <http://oxforddnb.com/view/article/36208?docPos=2> accessed 17
Jul. 2006; “Thomas Henry Huxley’ DNB Online. Oxford University Press.
<http://oxforddnb.com/view/article/14320> accessed 17 Jul. 2006; and ‘Leslie Stephen’ DNB Oun/ine.
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chapter explores the nature of Hardy’s ‘kinship’ with nineteenth-century agnosticism, with
reference to his philosophical and, where relevant, personal and professional relationships
with these three agnostic thinkers. Largely through close examination of his letters, notes
and diary entries, I demonstrate that Hardy was engaging with agnosticism at a crucial point
in both his career and agnosticism’s historical development. By knowing what he read, to
whom he spoke, and what he deemed worthy of note and contemplation, it is possible to
see the relevance of this philosophical debate to Hardy’s repeated insistence on offering
only a ‘confused heap of impressions’.* It will be shown that Hardy saw agnosticism as
having broader consequences than most of his contemporaries recognised, going beyond
its immediate applications to theology and rationalism: Hardy saw in agnosticism an
opportunity to understand better human relationships, psychology and even the world

itself, and his work is (among much else) a testing ground for his exploration of these ideas.

In his I zferary Notebooks, under the heading ‘Essence of Hetbert Spencer’, Hardy
transcribed and annotated the following passage from an article by Spencer entitled ‘Last
Words about Agnosticism and the Religion of Humanity’ that had appeared in the

Nineteenth Century in November 1884.

The mmbecility of human intelligence when brought to bear on the ultimate
question. Phenomenon <[app]> without noumenon <[reality]> is
unthinkable; & yet noumenon cannot be thought of in the true sense of
thinking. We are at once obliged to be conscious of a reality behind
appearance, & yet can neither bring this consciousness. of reality into any
shape, nor can bring into any shape its connection with appearance. The forms
of our thought, moulded on experiences of phenomena, as well as the
connotations of our words formed to express the relations of phenomena,
involve us in contradictions when we try to think of that which is beyond
phenomena; & yet the existence of that which is beyond phenomena is a

Oxford University Press. <http://oxforddnb.com/view/article/36271> accessed 17 Jul. 2006. Leslie
Stephen was the first editor of the Dictionary of National Biography from 1881-1891.
3 Mentioned in my Introduction, p.6.
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necessary datum alike of our thoughts & our words. We have no choice but to

accept a formless consciousness of the inscrutable.’
Spencer argued that man seeks to make sense of the wortld as it appears to him by
supposing that there must be some ultimate reality behind what he sees. Referring to this
pursuit of fundamental truths as an example of human ‘imbecility’, Spencer described the
paradox the pursuit presents: we attempt to delineate reality (noumena), but the only way
we can access or describe reality is through and by using language and thought derived
from appearance (phenomena). Spencer resolved this dilemma by accepting that the ‘real’ 1s
necessarily ‘formless’ and ‘inscrutable’. Hardy clearly had sympathy with this theory,
consistently presenting the wotld as composed of appearances and ‘impressions’ as
opposed to noumena.

There is no evidence that Hardy ever met Herbert Spencer, but on more than one
occasion Hardy cited him as one of his chief intellectual mentors and recommended his
work to those seeking answets to philosophical questions. Hardy owned a number of
Spencer’s wotks, and most have been marked and annotated to some degree. The earliest
of these is Spencer’s three-volume Essays: Scientific, Political and Speculative (1868-78)."
Hardy’s notebooks are full of references to Spencet; indeed, he 1s one of the thinkers most

cited by Hardy who, throughout his life, copied and annotated sections from a wide range

® 1.Ni1335. See Herbert Spencer, ‘Last Words about Agnosticism and the Religion of Humanity’, Nineteenth
Century, 16 (1884), 826-39 (835). This article was part of Spencer’s attack on the Positivists, 2 group towards
which Hardy was greatly attracted.

7 Herbert Spencer, Essays: Scientific, Political and Speculative, 3. vols. (London: Williams and Nozgate, 1868-78).
See also Michael Millgate, Thomas Hardy’s Library at Max Gate: Catalogue of an Attempred Reconstruction,

<http:// www library.utoronto.ca/ fisher/hardy/> accessed 29 Jun. 2006. In his introduction to the website,
Millgate is careful to point out that his online reconstruction of the Max Gate Library is an ‘attempt’ to record
the contents of the library that will, inevitably, remain incomplete’. The reconstruction is a consolidation of
lists from various sales and donations, and also includes—as far as possible—records of the current locations
of the texts. There were no comprehensive records kept while Florence remained alive or between the date of
her death in October 1937 and the ‘Max Gate sale’ at Hodgson & Co. (a London auction house) on 26 May
1938, and it is known that some books were donated to hospitals and given to family and friends after
Hardy’s own death in January 1928. In addition, Millgate points out that Hardy ‘also borrowed from Mudie’s
and other circulating libraties (e.g., The Times Book Club), and that he spent much time in libraries both
locally (e.g., the Dorset County Museum) and in London (e.g,, at the Athenaeum Club and the British
Museum)’. Hardy owned a copy of both the fourth edition of Firsz Principles (1880) and a two volume edition
published in 1910, as well as Spencer’s two-volume An Autobiography (London: Williams and Norgate, 1904).
Also in the Max Gate Library, was a copy of Spencet’s Education: Intellectnal, Moral and Physical (London:
Williams and Norgate, 1905), though this has the signature and bookplate of ‘Mrs. Hardy’, which Millgate
presumes to be Florence rather than Emma as the latter ‘seems never to have had a personal bookplate.”
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of Spencer’s works on theology, politics, psychology and evolution.’ It is clear from the
quantity of references to matters of belief that Hardy’s main interest was in Spencer’s
thoughts in that area, chiefly those expressed in First Principles, which Hardy first read in the
1870s.’

First Principles is now acknowledged to be scientifically misinformed and—even in
its own day—was often criticised as pretentious. Hardy was much more tolerant. In July
1893 he wrote in praise and defence of Spencer in an oft-cited letter to Lena Milman, the
daughter of a family friend:

I promised myself the pleasure of answering your letter on Spencer, &c. as
soon as I could get into a quiet corner of the world, which I have at last done. 1
am glad to find that you are mterested in “First Principles”—a book which
acts, or used to act, upon me as a sort of patent expander when I had been
particularly narrowed down by the events of life. Whether the theorties are true
or false, their effect upon the imagination is unquestionable, and I think
beneficial. You will soon get hold of the phraseology, for which he has been
ridiculed by some critics; the fact being that it is a style of writing from which
he could hardly escape in handling such subjects."
For Spencer, all ways of interpreting the world are derived from the same single point but
that point itself cannot be discovered: thus, the principles of theology and science (and, for
Hardy, art) are based on the same central point, the Unknowable, and each school of
thought diverges only through its interpretation of the Unknowable. Hardy summarised the
essence of Spencer’s theory into his notebook in the following terms: ‘All things known to
us are manifestations of the Unknowable’.!" As the letter above shows, it did not finally
matter to Hardy whether Spencer’s theories were ‘true or false’; this theory of the

Unknowable broadened his imagination (after it had been ‘narrowed. ..by the events of

life’), providing Hardy with important philosophical support for his principled stance of

8 For notes taken on Spencer’s views of politics, biology and psychology see I.IN 1 495; 1 882-96;11216; 1
1221-7;1 1328-9;11465; and ii 2243. LN iii 2510 is a pasted cutting of ‘Spencer and the Abbey’, Daily
Chronicle, 14 Sep. 1906, 3, a piece which discusses the appropriateness of the Dean of Westminster’s refusal to
allow a memorial plaque to Herbert Spencer to be placed in the Abbey. See also L iv 26.

? See Lightman’s chapter on ‘Herbert Spencer and the Worship of the Unknowable’, in The Origins of
Agnosticism, 68-90.

07 i 24-5.

' [ N ii 2087. For a fuller account of Spencer’s agnosticism, see A. O. J. Cockshut, The Unbelievers: English
Agnostic Thonght: 1840-1890 (London: Collins, 1964), 73-85.
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non-commitment in philosophy and motivated him to explore that non-commitment
within his art, both as the implicit subject mattet of his work and in the paradigm of this
stance that his body of wortk, so full of unresolved ideas, came to represent.
Spencet’s views contrasted with those of another central figure in nineteenth-
century agnosticism, the founder of the term ‘agnostic’ and the great defender and
populariser of scientific naturalism, Thomas Henry Huxley, though the two men were
friends. With his ‘cutting tongue and a chip on his shoulder’, Huxley was the chief popular
advocate of Darwinism and catried evolutionary theory beyond what Darwin had written in
The Origin of Species (1859) to its implicit conclusions regarding the origin of the human
species.'? As Huxley’s biographer Adrian Desmond reminds us, it was Huxley and not
Darwin ‘who enraptured and outraged audiences in the 1860s with talk of our ape
ancestors and cave men.””
Huxley, although he coined the word ‘agnostic’ in 1869 to describe himself, did not
publish his interpretation of agnosticism until 1889 in his essay ‘Agnosticism’ in the
February edition of the Nineteenth Century.'* As Bernard Lightman explains:
Huxley’s relationship with the form of unbelief for which he supplied a name
is...complicated. Not only was he reluctant to identify himself unambiguously
as an agnostic in public until 1883, his restricted rhetorical use of agnostic
concepts during the 1870s and 1880s was also compromised when other
unbelievers, with different agendas, sought to capitalize on the polemical
advantages of referring to themselves as agnostics. As a result, he was not
always associated with agnosticism in the public mind and his original
conception of it was modified by others to the point where he felt compelled
to intervene in 1889 to set the record straight.”

In the twenty yeats since Huxley had first described himself as agnostic, such divergence

had been cteated in the definitions of the word by those (including Spencer) who sought to

apply it to themselves that Huxley decided to reclaim the word and to speak out for his

12 Adrian Desmond, Husx/ey: From Devil’s Disciple to Evolution’s High Priest (1997; London: Penguin, 1998), xv.
13 Ths
Ibid.

"*'T. H. Huxley, ‘Agnosticism’, Nineteenth Century, 25 (1889), 169-94.
'*> Bernard Lightman, ‘Huxley and Scientific Agnosticism: The Strange History of a Failed Rhetorncal
Strategy’, British Journal for the History of Science, 35 (2002), 271-89 (273).
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own version of agnosticism, writing that ‘Not only are the three accounts of the agnostic
position sadly out of harmony with one another, but I propose to show cause for my belief
that all three must be seriously questioned by anyone who employs the term “agnostic” in
the sense in which it was originally used.”"® Huxley’s agnosticism was very much a critical
and negative attitude: he refused to adopt propositions unless they were based upon
adequate evidence. Theism, for example, was not based on evidence, whereas evolution
and science, for Huxley, were sufficiently so to warrant acceptance. Spencer was less
narrowly empirical in his concerns. Where for Huxley the unknowable was just that,
Spencer approached the issue with a philosophical interest in metaphysics, holding that the
existence of the Unknowable could be positively known, albeit in an indefinite and
extralogical way. For Huxley, this went against his view of what agnosticism meant. Not
mincing his words, he described it as ‘merely the Absolute “redivivus”, a sort of ghost of
an extinct philosophy, the name of a negation hocus-pocussed into a sham thing’."”

Hardy met Huxley for the first time in the summer of 1879 at Knapdale, the South
London residence of Alexander Macmillan, a publisher who more than a decade eatlier had
offered encouragement for Hardy’s first (unpublished) novel, The Poor Man and the Lady."®
Over that summer, Knapdale hosted Hardy and his first wife, Emma, on a number of
occasions, and it was there that he encountered many of what Gittings describes as his
“fruitful London contacts’, both old and new."” Already armed with a passion for Darwin’s

wotks, Hardy had read and admited Huxley’s work (though apparently did not himself own

16 Huxley, ‘Agnosticism’, 169. The three men whose understanding of agnosticism Huxley sought to disprove
were Henry Wace, Samuel Laing and Frederic Harrison. Lightman also names Tyndall, Clifford, Spencer and
Stephen among the men who claimed to be—and reinterpreted Huxley’s definition of—agnostic. See
Lightman, The Origins of Agnosticism, 141.

17 Huxley’s reply to a letter from Frederick Gould of 23 December 1889 in which Gould had asked Huxley to
explain the gap that Gould perceived between Huxley’s agnosticism and Spencer’s following publication of
Huxley’s ‘Agnosticism’ in the Nineteenth Century of February that year. Huxley’s reply is quoted in Lightman,
‘Huxley and Scientific Agnosticism’, 287. For a full account of Huxley’s agnosticism, see Cockshut,
Unbelievers, 86-98.

'8 Robert Gittings, Thomas Hardy (London: Penguin, 2001), 392-3. See also Millgate, A4 Biography, 196. The Poor
Man and the Lady was never published as a novel, although in 1878 it appeared in the New Quarterly Magazine,
reworked into a short story entitled ‘An Indiscretion in the Life of an Heiress.

19 Gittings, Thomas Hardy, 392.
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any books written by Huxley), and meeting the scientist fortified this high regard.”* Of
course, by this date, Huxley had not yet expounded his theories of agnosticism, and so the
works that Hardy admired cannot have been Huxley’s agnostic essays, and were probably
his work on The Origin of Species. In his autobiography, Hardy writes, ‘For Huxley Hardy had
a liking which grew with knowledge of him—though that was never great—speaking of
him as 2 man who united a fearless mind with the warmest of hearts and the most modest
of manners’, and he lists Huxley as one of the London contacts with whom he ‘became
friendly’ in the first half of 1880.%' Their association seems to have been one formed
through mutual acquaintances and official gatherings, although little can be gleaned of
particular encounters between them. In his private writing Hardy refers to a number of
social events at which both men were present, such as the Royal Academy’s annual dinner
in July 1887 and Tennyson’s funeral in October 1892.* In November 1881 Hardy named
Huxley as one of his referees on an application to visit the Obsetvation Department of the
Royal Obsetvatory in Greenwich.”

The eatliest of Hardy’s notebook entries pertaining to Huxley are quotations and
annotations from the latter’s 1880 essay, ‘The Coming of Age of The Origin of Species’ ** One
of the notes Hardy made highllghts the problems facing the founding of any new theory: ‘It

is the customary fate of new truths to begin as heresies and to end as superstitions.”

Although Huxley was primarily referring to Darwin’s theoty of evolution here, the
sentiment could be appropriately applied to Huxley’s later view of what agnosticism had

become since he first used the word in 1869. Huxley, as we have seen, wanted to reclaim

20 Millgate, Thomas Hardy’s Library. ,

21 1. w7125, 140. Huxley is unique in Hardy’s list in having 2 comment patenthetically appended to his name:
‘met before’.

2 LW 207 and Li 287.

1.1 96. Hardy was visiting the Observatory as part of his research for Two on a Tower (1882).

?* The essay was later published in the Scence and Culture and Other Essays (London: Macmillan, 1881). Hardy’s
notes on Huxley can be found at: LN'1 1269-71;11386; 1 1399; 11 2051; ii 2052; ii 2430. The notes are from
the following Huxley texts: ‘Scientific and Pseudo-Scientific Realism’ (1887; Colkected Essays by T. H. Husxcley,
vol. 5; London: Macmillan, 1894), 90-125; Hume: With Helps to the Study of Berkeley (1878; Collected Essays by T.
H. Huxley, vol. 6; London: Macmillan, 1894); ‘Science and Morals’ (1886; Collected Essays by T. H. Huxley, vol.
9; London: Macmillan, 1894), 117-46; and other miscellaneous and unidentified, sections of Colected Essays by
T. H. Huxley, 9 vols. (London: Macmillan, 1894).

¥ LIN1i1269.
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agnosticism and to distance the term from the superstitions of other thinkers who sought
to‘interpret the theoty themselves. His version of agnosticism did not allow room for
theology or any other school of thought that was not provable through scientific
investigation and evidence. Hardy, attracted by the philosophical liberty that he saw
emerging from Spencér’s agnosticism, would have found Huxley’s methodology overly
restricting. Though he realised that answers to philosophical questions were ultimately
unprovable, Hardy did not believe that fact to be justification enough to cease the
questtoning. So, where Huxley used his agnosticism to dismiss theology and other non-
empirical schools of thought, Hardy used his to contemplate the possibilities that these
philosophies might offer.

Leslie Stephen took an equally hard-headed approach to agnosticism. For him (as it
had been for Huxley), agnosticism was a way of distancing oneself from the heretical
inheritors of the Gnostic creed, the orthodox Church, certain factions of which claimed to
have special knowledge of God. In his 1876 essay, ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’ he draws
attention to (although does not name) a recent paper that had outlined an exact
relationship between the parts of the Trinity and attempted to define the nature of God;
such a publication would have been damnable had a scientist claimed to have similar
knowledge of the workings of the universe.*® He declared, with characteristic bullishness,
that ‘[ijf Agnosticism is the frame of mind which summarily rejects these imbecilities, and
would trestrain the human intellect from wasting its powers on the attempt to galvanise into
sham activity this caput mortunm of old theology, nobody need be afraid of the name.”
Stephen asserted that whatever one called oneself on an individual level, and however one
chose to worship, collectively human beings must be agnostic. Those who denied this

simply covered up the agnostic patts of their creed with ‘“whisper[s]... or technical jargon’.?®

% Stephen, ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’, 4-5.
27 Thd. 7.
28 Thid. 38.
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In his autobiography Hardy acknowledged a philosophical debt to the self-

proclaimed agnostic Stephen, declaring him to be ‘the man whose philosophy was to
influence his own for many years, indeed, more than that of any other contemporary’.”” But
Hardy did not accept Stephen’s version of agnosticism without question: Stephen’s
interpretation was overly inflexible for Hardy and did not recognise the opportunities that a
stance of non-commitment on claims of absolute truth could offer. Hardy’s critical
interpretation of Stephen’s philosophy is the focus of Chapter Three.

Nonetheless, Stephen was clearly a central figure in Hardy’s life. He played a crucial
role in Hardy’s career and, in contrast to both Huxley and Spencer, Hardy’s relationship
with Stephen grew into one of close friendship. Hardy took a profound interest in the
character of his friend and mentor, even writing a sonnet about him in later years
(discussed below). Hardy’s biography, letters and notebooks contain frequent references to
him, although it seems that his library contained only Some Early Impressions (1924), a work
published twenty years after Stephen’s death in 1904.”° An early passage in the [ draws
attention to links that existed between them even before Hardy had embarked upon his
literary career. In 1862, by strange coincidence, they frequented the same London address
(8 St. Martin’s Place), home both to the drawing rooms of Arthur Blomfield (who
employed Hardy as his assistant architect) and to the Alpine Club, of which Stephen was a
member.”! They never met, but looking back on his life, Hardy saw fit to mention this
‘linking coincidence’ in his memoirs—an iﬁdication that his relationship with Stephen was
to be one of great import.*”> In addition, the inclusion of this seemingly inconsequential
incident seems to be an example of the ‘unintelligent forces” he referred to in his 1920 non-
letter: a coincidence that later takes on the pleasing, though illusoty, appearance of fate.” It |

was more than ten years later, in December 1872, that Stephen wrote to Hardy expressing

2 LW 102.

30 Leslie Stephen, Some Early Impressions (London: Hogarth Press, 1924). See L vi 255 and Millgate, Thomas
Hardy’s Library.

LW 42.

32 Ibid.

33 For full discussion of the non-letter, see my Introduction, p.6.
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his admiration for Under the Greenwood Tree, at that time appearing anonymously in Tzusky’s
Magazine, and requested that Hardy write something for the Cornbill Magazine of which
Stephen was editor.’* At the time, Hardy was alteady contracted to write his next novel (A4
Pair of Blue Eyes) for Tinsley, but he offered Stephen an idea for a rural tale about a lady
farmer, and Stephen, although sorry that the contribution would be delayed, agreed.” In
January 1874, the first part of Far from the Madding Crowd appeared under Stephen’s
editorship.

Between 1873 and 1876 both Far from the Madding Crowd and The Hand of Ethelberta
were serialised 1 the Cornhill, and it is clear from correspondence between the two men
that Stephen kept a watchful eye on Hardy’s writing. The latter appreciated and heeded the
advice of his mentor, at least in the early days of the relationship. In a letter to Stephen in
February 1874, Hardy conceded several editorial points recommended by Stephen, writing:

The truth 1s that I am willing, and indeed anxious, to give up any points which
may be desirable in a story when read as a whole, for the sake of others which
shall please those who read 1t in numbers. Perhaps I may have higher aims
some day, and be a great stickler for the proper artistic balance of a completed
work, but for the present circumstances lead me to wish merely to be
considered a good hand at a serial.”
One of Hardy’s biographers, Robert Gittings, attributes the ‘mature quality’ of Far from the
Madding Crowd to Stephen’s critical input, suggesting that the editor ‘shap[ed] the luxuriant
and often poetic material that Hardy presented to him, without losing its fullness and
strength.”’ Hardy later remarked that Stephen’s critical approval was only expressed as

‘disapproval minimised’, although it 1s notable that many of the alterations suggested were

not artistic, but rather related to appropriateness for a genteel magazine, such as the

3% In his letter, Stephen explains that he had traced Hardy through their mutual friend, Horace Moule, who
had written a favourable review of Under the Greenwood Tree for the Saturday Review. However, according to
Michael Millgate, ‘Frederick Greenwood [journalist, man-of-letters and the editor of the Cornbill from 1864-8]
subsequently claimed to have been the first to draw the book to Stephen’s attention.” See Millgate, A
Biography, 147.

3 LW 98.

*1i28.

37 Gittings, Thomas Hardy, 270.
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excising of the scene describing the corpse of Fanny Robin’s illegitimate child.”® Stephen
was concerned that Hardy should recognise the difficulties faced by an editor of a magazine
like the Cornbill and wrote apologetically about the dominance of Grundyism and the
prudish attitudes of many of his readers.”

Their professional relationship developed into a friendship as Hardy realised the
prudence of Stephen’s mindfulness of the Grundyist critics. As Harold Orel notes, Hardy
‘benefited from the coolly pragmatic advice - relating to the concoction of commercially-
acceptable fiction - that Stephen provided over a period of years.”” However, as Hardy’s
literary career progressed, his attitude towards censorship became less flexible (as he had
predicted in his letter of February 1874), and the value of writing frankly about human
existence, particularly sexuality, grew more important to him. When Stephen expressed his
concerns over publishing The Return of the Native because he believed the complex
relationships between Fustacia, Thomasin and Wildeve would be ‘dangerous’ in a
magazine, Hardy proved less willing to bend than in the eatlier years of his cateer, and in
1877 their author-editor relationship (though not their friendship) came to an end.”

After Stephen’s death i 1904, Frederic Maitland invited Hardy, as a friend of -
Stephen, to make a contribution to the forthcoming biography The Life and Letters of Leslie
Stephen.” In it, Hardy provides a valuable account of their relationship, both professional
and social. He describes Stephen’s regret at not being offered The Trumpet-Major in 1880

(despite reservations he had earlier expressed as to its historical subject-matter) and remarks

3317178 and Millgate, A Biography, 160.

% Leslie Stephen, letter to Thomas Hardy, 12 March 1874, Thomas Hardy: A Bibliographical Study, ed. Richard
Little Purdy (1954; Delaware: Oak Knoll Press, 2002), 338-9. See LI¥” 101-2. For a thorough study of the
amendments and bowdlerisations Hardy was required to make while writing for Stephen, see Rosemarie
Motgan, Cancelled Words: Rediscovering Thomas Hardy (London: Routledge, 1992).

0 Harold Orel, “The Literary Friendships of Thomas Hardy’, English Literature in Transition, 24 (1981), 131-45
(139).

4 1. W 112. The Return of the Native was subsequently serialised in Be/gravia from January to December 1878.
42 Frederic Wiliam Maitland, The Life and Letters of Leslie Stephen (London: Duckworth, 1906). Hardy’s

contribution is reproduced in Michael Millgate (ed.), Thomas Hardy’s Public Voice: The Essays, Speeches, and
Miscellaneons Prose (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 257-65.
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that the editor believed the heroine had married the wrong man.” Hardy had developed a
heightened artistic independence by this time and, rather than concede the point to his
mentor, he responded that in his experience heroines usually did. Stephen, who had long
suspected that Hardy did not fully appreciate the constraints on a magazine editor, replied
bluntly, ‘Not in rnagazines’.44 Hardy tells of the decline i their relationship following this

correspondence: ‘a ten years’ chasm of silence came between us in our pilgrimage—a

245

silence which I shall always regret.
In Maitland’s Life and Letters of Leslie Stephen, Hardy desctibes a moment in 1875 that
is a strong indication of their closeness until that point, and of Stephen’s sense of their

intellectual kinship:

One day [March 23, 1875], I received from Stephen a mysterious note asking
me to call in the evening, as late as I liked. I went, and found him alone,
wandering up and down his library in slippers; his tall thin figure wraptin a
heath-coloured dressing-gown. After a few remarks on our magazine
arrangements, he said he wanted me to witness his signature to what, for a
moment, I thought was his will; but 1t turned out to be a deed renunciatory of
holy orders, under the Act of 1870. He said grimly that he was really a reverend
gentleman still, little as he might look it, and that he thought it as well to cut
himself adrift of a calling for which, to say the least, he had always been utterly
unfit. The deed was executed with due formality. Our conversation then turned
upon theologies decayed and defunct, the origin of things, the constitution of
matter, the unreality of time and kindred subjects. He told me that he had
“wasted” much time on systems of religion and metaphysics, and that a new
theory of vortex rings had a “staggering fascination” for him.*

Thete is something strangely gothic about this scene: Hardy, who had only really known
Stephen in a professional capacity until this point, is summoned to his home in the dead of

night to witness an irreligious confirmation. Stephen, somewhat melodramatically, paces up

® LW 131 and Noel Gilroy Annan, Leske Stephen: His Thought and Career in Relation to his Time (London:
Macgibbon and Kee, 1951), 66. The Trumpet-Major was eventually accepted by William Isbister and Revd. Dr.
Donald Macleod, respectively the publisher and editor of Good Works, and it was serialised in twelve monthly-
instalments from January to December 1880. It was also serialised in the American journal Deworest’s Monthly
Magazine from January 1880 to January 1881 without the excisions required by Macleod in Britain.

* Maitland, Lesiie Stephen, 277. Batlier in the piece, at 275, Hardy recounts an incident in 1873 involving his
pride at The Times positive reception of a contentious part of a serial (unspecified, but most probably, given
the date, Far from the Madding Crowd) about which Stephen had expressed regret for not omitting. Hardy
writes, ‘I suppose my manner was slightly triumphant; at any rate, he said, “I spoke as editot, not as man. You
have no more consciousness of these things than a child.” ’

* Tbid. 277.

46 Thid. 263-4. The square brackets are reproduced from the original.
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and down his library in his nightclothes in anticipation of this strange act, which is
approached ‘grimly’ and executed with ‘formality’. That, out of all of his contemporaties
(many of whom had declared themselves agnostic), Stephen should choose Hardy to
witness this deed is significant. Perhaps, though, Hardy was the obvious choice for
providing a witness’s signature to this particular act: he had, after all, made the conscious
decision in his youth not to take these vows himself, thus relinquishing his chance to take a
degree. Could 1t be that Stephen was anxious to match, belatedly, his friend’s principled
stance of non-commitment in matters of religion? In his rather comical rendering of the
scene, however, Hardy illuminates the problematic nature of agnosticism. Stephen’s scene
of refusal of his earlier irrational faith is tacitly also a scene of declaration of faith in
agnosticism. There 1s a certain comedy mn Stephen’s need to document his commitment to
non-commitment. A proper stance of agnosticism, it seems, could only be achieved by
following Hardy’s example and making no act of allegtance in the first place. In Stephen’s
case, the closest he could come was to retract his earlier commitment.
In his autobiography, Hardy describes a letter sent to him in February 1888 by the
Rev. Dr. A. B. Grosart who sought Hardy’s advice on how one might reconcile the horrors
and pains in the world with the concept of ‘absolute goodness and non-limitation of God™:
The Rev. Dr A. B. Grosart ventures to address Mr Hardy on a problem that is
of life and death; personally, and in relation to young eager intellects for whom
he is responsible.... Dr Grosart finds abundant evidence that the facts and
mysteties of nature and human nature have come urgently before Mr Hardy’s
penetrative brain."
Hardy responded that ‘[p]ethaps Dt. Grosart might be helped to a provisional view of the
universe by the recently published Life of Darwin, and the works of Herbert Spencer and
other agnostics’. * Stephen was the recipient of a similar letter from Grosart and, Hardy

recorded, was less tactful and helpful than Hardy himself had been, saying that ‘as the

reverend doctor was a professor of theology, and he himself only a layman, he should have

AT 1. W 213-4
¥ 1 w214,
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thought it was the doctor’s business to explain the difficulty to his correspondent, and not
his to explain it to the doctor.”” Hardy, unlike his agnostic contemporaries, did not treat
the conflict between theology and agnosticism as a battle in which one must take sides.
Whereas Stephen treated the reverend’s appeal with contempt, Hardy used it as an
opportunity to introduce Grosart to a new set of ideas. That a man of Grosart’s standing
chose to write to Hardy about such matters suggests that the writer was considered a
tespectable voice in the nineteenth-century dialogue about the problem of belief.

Hardy’s lasting personal impression of Stephen was expressed in a sonnet written in
the Swiss Alps in June 1897. An avid and experienced climber, in 1861 Stephen had
become the first person to scale the Alpine Peak, the Schreckhorn. When Hardy travelled
in the region several years later he saw in the peak a fitting symbol of his friend’s character.
Hardy had intended to send the sonnet to Stephen, but changed his mind and in the end
Stephen never read it. However, Stephen’s daughter, Virginia Woolf, read it and approved,

writing that ‘this poem was incomparably the truest and most 1magmative portrait of her

father.”

The Schreckhomn
(With thoughts of Leslie Stephen)
(June 1897)

ALOOF, as if a thing of mood and whim;

Now that its spare and desolate figure gleams
Upon my nearing vision, less it seems

A looming Alp-height than a guise of him

Who scaled its horn with ventured life and limb,
Drawn on by vague imaginings, maybe,

Of semblance to his personality

In its quaint glooms, keen lights, and rugged trim.

* Tbid. Incidentally, Grosart’s entry in the Dictionary of National Biography had proved problematic for Stephen
in his early days as the Dztionary’s editor. See ‘Stephen’, DNB Online.

% Gittings, Thomas Hardy, 266. See also John Halperin, Leslie Stephen, Thomas Hardy, and A4 Pair of Blue
Eyes, Modern Langnage Review, 75 (1980), 738-45.
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At his last change, when life’s dull coils unwind,

Will he, in old love, hitherward escape,

And the eternal essence of his mind

Enter this silent adamantine shape,

And his low voicing haunt its shipping snows

When dawn that calls the climber dyes them rose?”"
It perhaps says something about Woolf’s relationship with her father that she considered
this the most accurate depiction ever given of him. The most striking thing about the piece
1s how little it says, and how much it implies, about Stephen. The delineation of Hardy’s
mentor is almost entirely in the subjunctive, conditional and interrogative rather than the
indicative mood. Hardy opens the sonnet by declaring the remoteness of the mountain. It
is ‘Aloof. . .spare and desolate’—but everything else in this opening stanza works to convey
unknowability, not certainty: ‘mood and whim’, ‘vision’, ‘vague imaginings’. As Hardy
approaches the Schreckhorn, a ‘near[er] vision’ emerges in which the mountain becomes a
likeness of, and substitute for, Stephen, and the speaker begins speculatively to articulate
Stephen’s personality. Thete is an analogy, but not a complete one, between Hardy’s cast of
mind in seeking to understand Stephen, and the cast of mind that may have drawn Stephen
to want to scale the mountain, as if the mountain itself is helping the poet to understand
his old friend. What had seemed ‘looming’ and hard emerges, with ‘nearing vision’, as less
desolate, but also less clear. It is available now to Hardy’s vision, as he imagines it was to
Stephen’s. But the poet also clearly does not identify with this hardy, venturesome man,
risking ‘life and limb’.

In the second stanza, Hardy begins to romanticise Stephen’s imagined future death
as an ‘escape’ from life, and he heralds a new rose-coloured dawn in which the dying
Stephen will enter the ‘silent adamantine shape’ of the mountain ‘in old love’, and become
part of its allure to other climbers. At the last, the ‘essence’ of Stephen will be freed from

‘life’s dull coil’; and he will be able to unite eternally with the mountain that he loved,

suggesting a secular compensation for the lost consolations of the religion he had

1 CP 264.



39

renounced. The mountain, and Stephen immanent in it, has become ‘adamantine’, although
an air of tentativeness is maintained with indefinite words like ‘shape’ and ‘haunt’, as if
there were still something ungraspable about his subject. Significantly, Hardy eschews the
usual idea of reaching the summit of the mountain, an age-old symbol of the pursuit of
knowledge. He emulates the agnostic’s withholding of final clarities, ending the poem,

appropriately, with a question mark.

Stephen, Huxley and Spencer all appear in the afore-mentioned Biographical Dictionary of
Modern Rationalists because each of them, in one way or another, had obviously subscribed
to a rationalist philosophy.* In the letter to decline McCabe’s offer to include Hatdy in the
dictionary (mentioned previously), Florence wrote on behalf of her husband that ‘he
cannot honestly claim to belong to the honourable body you are including in your
dictionary, whom he admires for their straightforward sincerity and permanent convictions,
though he does not quite think he can claim their title’. * Unlike his agnostic friends, Hardy
could not commit to any one stance, even that of rational withholding of belief, with
‘straightforward sincerity and permanent convictions’. He continued throughout his life,
right up until his death in January 1928, to interrogate new systems of philosophy, and,
whilst he would never commit, he still allowed them to contribute to the ‘confused mass of
impressions’ that made up his view of the world. Thus, Hardy proved himself to be in an
important sense more strictly agnostic than the self-proclaimed agnostics themselves. He
never fully committed himself philosophica]ly, not even to non-commitment.

Hardy appreciated that this stance of non-commitment was not sttaightforward. He
copied the following note from an unidentified article by Spencer into one of his literary

notebooks:

52 See my Introduction, p.2.
53 1. vii 162. Also, see Introduction.
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To the mass of people nothing is so costly as thought. The fact that, taking the

wotld ovet, ninety-nine people out of a hundred accept the creed to which they

were born, exemplifies their mental attitude towards things at large. Neatly all

of them pursue mechanically the routine to which they have been accustomed,

and are not only blind to its defects, but will not recognize them as defects

when they are pointed out.”
This note appears to show a measure of intellectual snobbery. However, Hardy did not
understand Spencer to imply that the laziness or stupidity of these ‘ninety-nine people out
of a hundred’ were the factors that deterred them from ‘thought’. He realised that, in
tejecting an ingrained system of belief, the individual risked losing a lot: principally the
familiarity and the sustaining comfort of its creeds. In 1903 Hardy saw this natural
apprehension as a limiting factor for Comte’s Positivism (see Introduction): though people
may have perceived the value of Positivism as a moral and humane system, its distance
from Christianity was for them uncomfortable.” Hardy recognised that philosophical re-
education involves the difficult process of shedding embedded beliefs, emptying the mind
of all presuppositions before opening oneself up to a host of new modes of thought. But
this purge provides only temporary relief from the burden of false dogma. It 1s in man’s
nature to look for a way of understanding his wotld, and, inevitably, alternative systems will
be established, ‘revised beliefs [that] ate but partially true’, Hardy wrote in his notebook.”
What replaces the original principles might seem more logical and more fitting, but
ultimately any new system of dogma will be just as ‘erroneous’ as the old.”” Therefore, the
shedding of beliefs 1s only the first step in reaching Hardy’s purer agnostic standpoint. The
second step is refusing to commit to any new position that would usurp the old: the mind
must be left open to all possibilities.

Hardy’s unconventional intellectual training, Millgate suggests, made taking these

steps towards an agnostic standpoint easiet than for many, patticulatly in compatison with

Hatdy’s more sophisticated contemporaries:

54 1 N i1 2166. Source: unidentified cutting.
5 LW 150-1.

56 1 N it 2179. Source: unidentified cutting.
37 Ibid.
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[I]t is apparent that in the late 1860s and eatly 1870s Hardy was himself
attempting to reconcile a whole series of radically opposed philosophies and
creeds, his lack of a formal and traditional education no doubt making the
transition from belief to unbelief a good deal smoother for him than for many
of his more sophisticated contemporaries. Long experience of having to find
his own intellectual way had made him an habitual eclectic, and he thus found
little difficulty in ranging ideas newly derived from Darwin and Huxley
alongside the necessitarian views already instilled in him by both the peasant
fatalism of his upbringing and the tragic patterns of the Greek dramatists.”®
Millgate here provides some explanation for Hardy’s affinity with agnosticism. As a largely
self-taught intellectual, he was able to remain relatively free from the entrenched prejudices
of many of his contemporaries. Agnosticism’s appeal for him was not hard to see. It gave
its adherents rational and principled reasons for accepting their own ignorance, not as a
limitation, but as a necessary condition of—a necessary limit on—knowledge.
Hardy was conscious that one of the problems with agnosticism was that 1t would
(and eventually did) tend to quietism. At first agnosticism had appeared to threaten the
Church and was condemned as heretical. However, it eventually became clear that the
challenges it presented were limited because it did not seek to replace religion with any
solid set of principles. Frederic Harrison, the English Posttivist and a close friend of Hardy,
voiced one of the most common cries against agnosticism 1n his article “The Future of
Agnosticism’ (1889); whilst it had successfully freed its followers from what Hardy called
the ‘[t]heological lumbet]|.. Jallowed to discredit religion’, it ‘d[id] not replace’ what it
‘destroy[ed]’.” This theological freedom proved too vague for the majority of people who
had been accustomed to following a clear set of religious codes. As the nineteenth century
rolled into the twentieth, and agnosticism’s original champions were either dead or too old
and frail to defend and sustain their opposition to belief, agnosticism began to decline. It

became diluted: no longer a principled stance of non-commitment, but a way of dismissing

or avoiding theological and philosophical questions by saying, ‘I don’t know’. For Hardy,

%8 Millgate, A Biography, 132.
% L iii 5 and Frederic Harrison, “The Future of Agnosticism’, Fortnightly Review, NS 45 (Feb. 1889), 144-56
(156).
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though, the nebulousness of agnosticism gave rise to its usefulness as a way to describe
what he had always felt. Not weighed down by ‘theological lumber’, he was quite
comfortable with this new doctrine of non-commitment. Correctly interpreted, it allowed

him to articulate his multifaceted, ‘unintelligent’, and unsystematic non-philosophy.



43

CHAPTER TWO

SECRETS, TRICKERY AND CONCEALMENTS IN THE NOVELS OF INGENUITY

In the ‘General Preface to the Wessex Edition of 1912’, Hardy divided his fictional prose
into three categoties: ‘Novels of Character and Experience’, ‘Romances and Fantasies’ and
‘Novels of Ingenuity’. In the latter group, he placed his three least known and least
respected novels: Desperate Remedies (1871), The Hand of Ethelberta (1876), and A Laodicean
(1881), describing them as follows:
The third class — ‘Novels of Ingenuity’ — show a not infrequent disregard of
the probable in the chain of events, and depend for their interest mainly on the
incidents themselves. They might also be charactetised as ‘Experiments’, and
were written for the nonce simply; though despite the artificiality of their fable
some of their scenes are not without fidelity to life.’
By placing these novels in a ‘third class’ Hardy set up a hierarchy of his prose leading one
to suppose that this group, the smallest of the three, contains those novels of which he was
least proud.” Characterising them as ptimarily plot-driven suggests that they are in some
way less complex and less accomplished than the others in terms of character, tone, theme
or language. Until relatively recently, they have indeed been received in this way. Early
criticism of all three novels ranged from the lukewarm to the scathing. An unsigned review
of Desperate Remedz’es in the Spectator in April 1871 maintained that it had been wise for the
author to maintain anonymity, saying, ‘By all means let him bury the sectet in the

profoundest depths of his own heart, out of reach, if possible, of his own consciousness.

The law is hardly just which prevents Tinsley Brothers from concealing their participation

' GP 233.

2 According to P. N. Furbank, the general editor of the Macmillan New Wessex Edition, the novels are
distributed as follows: Novels of Character and Environment: Tess of the d'Urbervilles, Far From the Madding
Crowd, Jude the Obscure, The Return of the Native, The Mayor of Casterbridge, The Woodlanders, Under the Greenwood
Tree, Life’s Little Ironies and A Few Crusted Characters, and Wessex: Tales; Romances and Fantasies: A Pair of Blue
Eyes, The Trumpet-Major, Two on a Tower, The Well-Beloved, and A Group of Noble Dames; Novels of Ingenuity:
Desperate Remedies, The Hand of Ethelberta, and A Laodicean. (HE 425. NB. Furbank’s note can be found at the
back of all New Wessex Edition novels.)
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also.” Coventry Patmore dismissed The Hand of Ethelberta as ‘signally below his [Hardy’s]

true mark’, and J. M. Barrie, in an otherwise positive review of the Wessex novels,
disparagingly wrote, ‘A Laodicean and Two on a Tower ate not comedies, but they may be
classed among Society novels. They are both dull books: here and there, nasty as well, and
the besom of oblivion will soon pass over them.” Batrie’s wotds proved prophetic. Shottly
after publication and apathetic reception, the three novels were largely ignored, and interest
has only recently been revived, resulting in a spattering of articles seeking to defend the
three novels by offering new critical approaches to interpreting them.”

While the first two of this triptych were written at too early a stage in Hardy’s
career to be fully representative of his philosophy (a term I use hesitantly in light of
previous discussion), the third novel, A Laodicean, is much closer in its outlook to his later
writings. However, the familiar issues of class and gender, and (importantly for this thesis)
commitment and the pursuit of knowledge, that emerge in 2 more developed form in 4
Laodicean might trace their roots back through these earlier novels. Hardy’s recurting use of
secrets, trickery and concealments as principal plot devices unites the Novels of Ingenuity
and reveals a thread of concerns that develops through all three and survives them. As
such, this trio of ‘Experiments’ provides a valuable insight into the artistic and professional
development of an author in training, as well as highlighting the likely genesis of the
interests that came to permeate Hardy’s later fiction.

While many, if not all, of Hardy’s novels in some way deal with secrets, trickery and
concealments, this triptych is of particular interest for several reasons. The first is the rather
minor one that Hardy clustered them together himself and, therefore, offered the modern
critic juétiﬁcation for doing likewise. Secondly, each was written expetimentally (as Hardy’s

brief analysis in the 1912 Preface’ establishes). Desperate Remedies was an experiment at

3 Anon., Review of Desperate Remedses, Spectator, 22 Apt. 1871, 481-3; rpt. in CH 3-5 (3).

* Coventry Patmore, Review of Hardy’s work, Sz James's Gazette, 2 Apr. 1887; rpt. in CH 146-9 (148) and J. M.
Barrie, ‘Thomas Hardy: the Historian of Wessex’, Contemporary Review, 55 (1889), 57; tpt. in CH 156-66 (159).
> See, for example, Penny Boumelha, © “A Complicated Position for a Woman”: The Hand of Ethelberta’, in
Matgaret Higonnet (ed.), The Sense of Sex: Feminist Perspectives on Hardy (Utbana: University of Illinois Press,
1993), 242-59 and Roger Ebbatson, Hardy: The Margin of the Unescpressed (Writing on Writing; Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic Press, 1993).
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writing a primarily plot-driven novel and is a fairly straightforward exercise in
sensationalism. The Hand of Ethelberta was an experiment at writing a comic society novel
and an attempt to take a new direction while under Leslie Stephen’s editorship and tutelage.
A Laodicean, certainly the most accomplished of the three, was written under the unique
circumstances of a prolonged illness that forced the bedridden Hardy to dictate the
majority of the novel to his wife, Emma. The gente of .4 Laodicean is difficult to define. Itis
not sensational enough to be a sensation novel, not comic enough to be a society novel, yet
incorporates elements of both. It might be called a love story, but for the rather tepid
quality of the romances in its pages. J. H. Stape claims a little too much for it that its ‘main
thematic interest is the exploration of the awkward and stressful transition to modernism’.’
That said, critics, such as Geoffrey Hatvey, have pointed to the elements of the New
Woman apparent in the charafzter of Paula, whom he believes to be a forerunner of Sue
Bridehead, ‘feeling her way towards a self-conscious identity and political awareness.”” The
narrative presence, which in later fiction serves to highlight the concerns of the particular
novel and so locate it in an approximate group, is not as strongly felt in .4 Laodicean. Both
in the circumstances of its composition and in its indefinability, it is arguably the most
experimental of Hardy’s Novels of Ingenuity.

Not significantly revised for publication in the Wessex edition, the three novels
come to us now almost in their raw state, showing Hardy’s concerns at the time he wrote
them more cleatly than do any of the other Wéssex texts.? Throughout, and despite the
diversities of genre, attention to the problematic nature of knowledge remains a common
thread. The much-lamented deficiencies in characterisation, narrative complexity, tone and
(in some cases) theme in the Noveis of Ingenuity provide us with pared-down versions of

stories, the simplicity of which enables the reader to examine the drving force of plot

6 J. H. Stape, ‘A Laodicear’, in Page (ed.), Reader’s Companion, 228-33 (230).

7 Geoffrey Harvey, The Complete Critical Guide to Thomas Hardy (The Complete Critical Guide to English
Literature; London: Routledge, 2003), 105.

8 Stape, ‘A Laodicean’, 228-33.
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without the sophistications of style presented by the more esteemed Tess of the d'Urbervilles
ot The Mayor of Casterbridge.

The three novels take in approximately the ten-year petiod during which Hardy’s
religious faith was, reportedly, dwindlh1g.9 As Pamela Dalziel has observed, surviving
ptivate documentation, notebooks and letters from this period (the 1870s) are notably thin,
and, therefore, the causes and the path of his perceived decline in faith cannot be easily
gleaned. Indeed, Dalziel maintains (somewhat controversially) that thete is more evidence
to suggest that Hardy remained ‘churchy’ throughout his life than otherwise."’

Of course, our lack of a really detailed picture of Hardy’s religious thinking also
extends to his familiarity, or otherwise, in these yeats with agnosticism. The eatliest
‘agnostic’ works in Hardy’s Max Gate Library were Spencer’s three-volume Essays: Scientific,
Political and Speculative, which was published 1868-78 (mentioned previously)."" Michael
Millgate writes:

I know of no other Spencer volume or allusion that could reasonably be dated
back to the period of composition of Desperate Remedzes. Nothing in the Literary
Notebooks, of course, goes back that far, and allusions to Spencer in Life and
Work all date from after 1880. On the other hand it is clear from, e.g., his letter
to Grosart of 1888 (Collected Letters, 1. 174), that he had for some time thought
of Spencer (reasonably enough!) as a leading agnostic figure."
While it is possible—from the date of publication of the first volume of the afore-
mentioned writings (1868)—that Hardy had encountered Spencer by the time he wrote
Desperate Remedies, there is no firm evidence that he had read First Principles by then and it is
not inconceivable that he wrote the novel with little or no knowledge of Spencet’s theoties
concerning the Unknowable. It may be, therefore, that Hardy was tentatively and

independently moving towards similar conclusions to Spencer’s. Indeed, the lack of

reference to Spencer in the notebooks duting this period might even indicate that Hardy

’ Hands, ‘Religion’, 360-5.
' pamela Dalziel, “The Gospel According to Hardy: From Theology to Apology’, unpublished paper given at
the 16t International Thomas Hardy Conference and Festival, United Church, Dorchester, 5 Aug. 2004.

"' See my Chapter One, p.26 and Millgate, Thomas Hardy's Library.
'2 Michael Millgate, ‘Re: Spencer's First Principles’, personal communication (email), 7 Oct. 2004.
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did not seriously contemplate Spencer until the 1880s, by which time he had also written
the middle book of the triptych, The Hand of Ethelberta.

These are matters about which we can finally only speculate. Nonetheless, the
‘Experiments’ cartied out in these novels ate, in all probability, closely related to, and so
indicative of, Hardy’s thinking about the nature of reality, truth and knowledge throughout
this under-documented period, whether that thinking was strongly influenced by his
reading or whether it was, essentially, unguided. In these novels there is a clear loss of
confidence in the attainability of knowledge on the part of the charactets and on the part of
the narrative—from that which is deliberately kept silent to that which is simply left unsaid.
These three (by common consent) inferior works, evenly spaced across the decade, offer
important insights into the ways in which Hardy first engaged in print with the questions of

knowledge and commitment that were central to nineteenth-century agnosticism.

DESPERATE REMEDIES

In 1863, eight years before the publicatiqn of his first novel, the 23-year-old Thomas Hardy
was pondering how he could unite his current profession as an architect with his passion
for literature, and considering the possibility of becoming an art-critic.”” Two years later, he
began writing verse and delivering poetry lectures to the pupils and assistants of his
employet, Arthur Blomfield, and, in 1866, he started sending some of his work to various
magazines, by which it was invariably rejected. His .ﬁrst prose writing, ‘How I Bult Myself
a House’, was published in Chambers’s Journal in May 1865, but it was not until the end of |
the summer 1867 that he ‘tesolv[ed] to send no more [verse] to magazines whose editors
probably did not know good poetry from bad’, and began instead to write prose fiction

with greater seriousness, composing the unpublished (and subsequently destroyed) novel

B 1. 49-50.
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The Poor Man and the Lady." Following a rejection from Macmillan, Hardy submitted the

novel to Chapman and Hall, whose reader was George Meredith. Meredith offered Hardy
critical but encouraging advice. While he did not deem The Poor Man and the Lady to be of a
suitable nature to publish as a first novel, he recogniséd the talent of 1ts author and
suggested Hardy try to write something that would be less likely to pigeonhole him as a
writer of social criticism and politically motivated fiction—something ‘with a purely artistic
putpose, giving it a more complicated “plot”...”"

Complying with Meredith’s advice, Hardy set about writing Desperate Remedies, an
experiment in the sensation genre. In the 1860s, sensation novels were widely and avidly
consumed by the novel-reading public; but, by 1871, the gente had lost something of its
former glory and its popularity was beginning to dwindle. In its heyday the works of Wilkie
Collins, Charles Reade, M. E. Braddon and Mrs. Henry Wood had excited intense ctiticism
from literary critics and religious, social and moral commentators on account of the novels’
‘trashy” content and questionable literary worth.'° The Dean of St. Paul’s, Henry
Longueville Mansel (incidentally one of the foremost critics of agnosticism and a nototious
adversary of Huxley'") writing in the Qwuarterly Review in April 1863, made the bold assertion
that sensation fiction was ‘usurping in many respects, intentionally or unintentionally, a
porttion of the preacher’s office’.” He went on to say that ‘works of this class’ were
‘indications of a wide-spread corruption, of which they are in part both the effect and the
cause; called into existence to supply the cravings of a diseased appetite, and contributing
themselves to foster the disease, and to stimulate the want which they supply.”” Mansel’s
ptimary concern was that these ‘diseased’” works were so widely available. He calls

periodicals, circulating libraries and railway bookstalls to task for their contribution to the

'* LW 51. [Thomas Hardy], ‘How I Built Myself a House’, Chambers’s Journal of Popular Literature, Science, and
Aprt, 4th series (1865), 161-4.

LI 65.

'8 Mzs. Oliphant was one of the most vehement critics of the sensation genre. See Lyn Pykett, The Sensation
Novel: From “The Woman in White’ 70 “The Moonstone’ (Writers and Their Work; Plymouth: Northcote
House, 1994), 7.

17 Lightman, Origins of Agnosticism, 6-31.

lz Henty Longueville Mansel, ‘Sensation Novels’, QOwnarterly Review, 113 (Apr. 1863), 481-514 (482).

" Tbid. 482-3.
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ease with which the public was able to get hold of thus type of fiction when publishers

maintained a high retail price on novels in general, charging usually /1 11s 6d for a
standard three-volume work.”” Mansel, perhaps with foresight, pointed out that the
unsavoury aspects of the sensation novel wete a necessaty result of the fact that they were
written to satisfy only ‘an ephemeral demand’ and “aspir[ed] only to an ephemeral
existence’; a novel of this nature need only provide brief entertainment in short, sharp,
affordable bursts, and could be rapidly disposable.”

The feature of sensation fiction that created the most discord was the unsettling
ordinariness of the wotlds, though not the events, it represented. The peaceful drawing
rooms in which these stories were consumed became stage and set; the sensation novelists
took their readers’ world and infused the quiet and comfortable scene of domesticity with
intrigue, danget, and horror. Mansel observed that

Proximity is, indeed, one great element of sensation. It is necessary to be neat a
mine to be blown up by its explosion; and a tale which aims at electrifying the
netrves of the reader is never thoroughly effective unless the scene be laid in
our own days and among the people we are in the habit of meeting.”
Merging the literary world with the real world was further achieved by the use of precisely
recorded timing (often noted in chapter headings) as well as (fictional) documentary
evidence, such as letters, journals and train timetables, to suggest more convincingly an
accurate depiction of reality. This meticulous attention to realistic detail sat uncomfortably
with the unsavoury subject matter, the excess of which provided a challenge to traditional
defmitions of realism.

With Desperate Remedies Hardy gently reinterpreted the sensation novel. As Mansel

had pointed out in 1862, the distribution fot the novels was usually via the serial; Desperare

Remedies, however, was published as a three-volume novel, which was unusual because of

*0 David Skilton (ed.), The Early and Mid-Victorian Novel (Critical Approach Series; London: Routledge, 1993),
75.

21 Mansel, ‘Sensation Novels’, 485.

*2 Ibid. 488-9.
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the higher expense both to publisher and putchaser. The subject matter—bigamy, murder
and forgery—is standard enough, but there are subtle differences from the norm; for
example, Manston, unusually for a villain of a sensation novel, has some redeeming
features such as his regret for and suffering over his crimes. The novel’s time-specific
chapter headings are customary practices in the gente, but internally there are instances in
which time becomes confused, for example, when Manston misreads the train timetable
and Cytherea, his reluctant francée, miscalculates the proposed day of their wedding.

Describing the story as a long and intticately inwrought chain of circumstance’,
Hardy opens Desperate Remedses with the prefatory narrative of Cytherea Aldclyffe (at this
potnt, Cytherea Bradleigh) and her thwarted suitor, Ambrose Graye.” The lovers meet,
Graye falls in love, Cytherea inexplicably ends their relationship, and Graye is left
disappointed and confused. He is unable to fathom the cause of Cytherea’s sudden
rejection of him and what little knowledge he is able to acquite is ‘filtered through a
friend.”** The natrator remarks that ‘without admitting her reason as valid, [Cytherea’s
parents] knew what the reason was, and did not intend to reveal it.”” And so begins a tale
in which secrets and barriers to knowledge are at the fore.

The driving force of the sensation novel is, of course, mystety. In Desperate Remedies
there are two main mysteries from which arise multiple sub-mysteries. The prompt of all of
the novel’s action 1s the fact that Manston is the illegitimate son of Miss Aldclyffe. This
piece of information, withheld by the natrative, ultimately provides the explanation for
many of the novel’s smaller secrets. It explains why Miss Aldclyffe could not enter into a
relationship with Ambrose Graye and the great lengths she goes to in order to employ the
unqualified Manston as her steward. It also accounts for Manston’s wife blackmailing Miss
Aldclyffe and it explains why Miss Aldclyffe takes such an interest in btinging about the

later marriage of Manston and Cytherea Graye. The truth behind the second, more sordid
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mystery is that Manston (accidentally) killed his first wife. The discovery of this secret

explains its own consequent mysteries: why no body was found at the scene of the fire;
why Manston disingenuously engages in an active search for his wife at the first hint that
she may not have perished; and why he hires Anne Seaway as an impersonator.
Unearthing these sectets is not easily done. When a little piece of knowledge is
gained by a character it is either through a circuitous and often (as in the case of Graye)
“filtered’ route which leads the protagonist to doubt his discovety, or it is uncovered slowly
and with difficulty, squeezed in tiny drops from its bearer until getting at the truth seems
not worth the effort. Typically, knowledge is partial, each character acquiring a part of the
stoty, but rarely, if ever, the whole. The truth behind a secret must be pieced together
slowly before the new knowledge can be exploited to move the plot onwatds to a point
where, inevitably, it sticks once more and the whole process begins again.
Take, for example, the way in which Cytherea Graye pieces together the enigma of

Miss Aldclyffe’s history. Owen reveals the first tantalising discovery after his delayed return
from Humdon Castle. Owen’s host blames a restless night’s sleep on a strange and
disturbing dream in which he recalls something that happened in his inn several years
eatlier. This tale, related to Owen in the morning, turns out to be Miss Aldclyffe’s peculiar
histoty prior to her doomed relationship with Cytherea and Owen’s fathet. Cytherea
comments:

“And how strangely knowledge comes to us. We might have searched for a

clue to her secret half the wortld over, and never found one. If we had really

had any motive for trying to discover more of the sad history than papa told

us, we should have gone to Bloomsbury; but not caring to do so, we go two

hundred miles in the opposite direction, and there find information waiting to

be told us. What could have been the secret, Owen?”%
It is indeed strange the way knowledge comes to the characters in Desperate Remedies. The

next piece of the jigsaw is slotted into place when, on her first night as a lady’s maid at

Knapwater House, Cytherea spots Miss Aldclyffe ‘concealing her neck’ in a curious manner
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while she helps her mistress to prepare for bed.”” Eventually it is revealed that the reason
for this strange behaviour is because Miss Aldclyffe was examining a locket containing a
picture of Cytherea’s own father, Ambrose Graye. Even then Miss Aldclyffe does not quite
make the familial connection between her new maid and Ambrose Graye and it is some
pages before more of the ttuth seeps out. The two women live on together, knowing
fragments of the tale—the younger Cytherea trying not to divulge all she knows about the
strange circumstances of Miss Aldclyffe’s relationship with her father; Miss Aldclyffe not
revealing what those strange circumstances were. But ‘every detail of her father’s history’ is
systematically wrung out of the younger Cythetea, ‘fragment by fragment’, suggesting an
active (if protracted) pursuit of knowledge.”

Searching for knowledge in Desperate Remedies is a thankless task and there is no case
of a deliberate pursuit of facts being successful—they must be volunteered by the keeper of
the secret to those who seek to know the truth. The available clues are minimal. An
anonymous contributor to the British Quarterly Review in 1881 was dissatisfied with this
aspect of the novel, writing, “The hint of the dénodment is given, and the dénoiiment itself
hangs on, not a lock of hair, but a single hair, a thread so minute that in real life no one
would see it, much less would it play the part it here plays.” I suggest that the barely visible
clues ate an important part of the knowledge ‘Experiment’ of Desperate Remedies. An entire
lock of hair would not only be an unrealistic thing to leave behind, but would offer the
investigator too much. The death of Eunice Manston is discovered accidentally when three
witnesses see Manston furtively removing her body from its temporary coffin.”® Even then
the truth is not known and can only be supposed. Superficially, it appears that Manston is a
murderer, yet we leafn from his suicide note that her death was unin&entional, the result of

Eunice unexpectedly turning her head as he impulsively moved to strike her.”® The truth is
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revealed at the whim of its bearer, authenticated only by the fact of its being his last
testimony; the success of the detective is dependent on his subject’s whim.

Hardy plays with knowledge and ways of knowing throughout the entire novel,
establishing a great gulf between the truth and what can be discovered. Before the younger
Cytherea ever meets Edward Springrove, she extracts information about him from het
brother through a process of interrogation. Owen’s first allusion to his new acquaintance
innocently intetrupts his sistet’s reverie about ‘who and what He [her future husband] will
be’ with the news of Mr. Gradfield’s head-clerk.”? What follows is a comic account of
Cytherea falling in love with a man she has never met, in which the young gitl carefully
constructs a picture of Springrove from the snippets of information she manages to elicit
from Owen. In fact, Cytherea’s vision of Springrove is imagined so cleatly that she
overlooks the fact that all of her knowledge is vicatious:

“... Indeed he’s a poet himself in 2 small way.”
“How delicious!” she said, “I have never known a poet.”

“And you don’t know him,” said Owen, drily.

She reddened. “Of course I don’t. I know that.””
This complicated (though, at this stage, amusing) treatment of knowledge is continued into
Cytherea and Springrove’s first meeting. When Owen is unable to return by foot to the
steamer where his sister anxiously awaits him, Springrove goes in his place. Boarding the
steamer, Cytherea has her back to the approaching footsteps, which she assumes to be
those of het brother. As she turns she notes ‘unknown trousers; unknown waistcoat;
unknown face. The man was not her brother, but a total stranger.’34 Only a few lines later

b

once the stranger’s identity has been revealed; Cytherea ‘trfies] not to look guilty of 2

235

surreptitious knowledge of him.” The situation 1s almost farcical. The stranger 1s at this

point both known and not known, and, it turns out, the same 1s true of Springrove’s
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knowledge of Cytherea, as ‘Owen had talked to the head clerk of his sister as freely as to
Cytherea of the head clerk.” Like the steamer paddles, which ‘started, stopped, backed,
pattered in confusion, then revolved decisively, and the boat passed out into deep water’,
Cytherea falters into confused recognition before decisively engaging and passing into
metaphorical ‘deep water’.”’

Hardy is careful to make the reader an active participant (or sufferer) in this
confusing pursuit of knowledge, not least by creating two Cythereas. Nothing s revealed to
the audience before it is revealed to the main protagonists of the novel: we learn with them.
One of the points on which Hardy was and is rather heavily criticised with Desperate
Remedies is the apparent shallowness of characterisation. However, this is an important
aspect of the erection of barriers to knowledge. If we were to see inside the heads of the
characters, we would be undermining a fundamental element in the struggle for (and with)
knowledge that is the primary interest of the novel. We are helpless and must be led to or
volunteered each new fact by the events (rather than through narrative disclosures) before
we too are able to see the whole truth. This is a model that 1s not carried through mnto
Hardy’s later novels. On the contrary, in these the reader is well aware of the facts of a
particular case: we know who sends the Valentine to Boldwood, for whom Elfride 1s
anxiously looking through her telescope on the Cliff without 2 Name, and why Tess 1s
reluctant to make a commitment to Angel.”® The use of dramatic irony that evolves as the
novels progtess is, I suggest, a symptom of Hardy’s growing sophistication in representing
epistemological uncertainty. Unlike Desperate Remedies, the later novels allow the reader to
see what is about to happen, but the‘ characters themselves are in the dark and completely
unable to prevent the bitter consequences of their actions.

Even as eatly as Desperate Remedies—and perhaps in anticipation of this later

pessimism—knowledge is equated with suffering for those few who have 1t. Miss Aldclyffe
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has the unique and unenviable puvilege of being the only character to know the whole
story; while most of her secret history is eventually unravelled, we never find out for certain
under what circumstances Manston came to be conceived. Miss Aldclyffe, the keeper of
sectets, is certainly the character who suffers the most, and for all her flaws, does not seem
to merit that suffering. Through holding the key to the secrets of the novel Miss Aldclyffe
is doomed to a solitary existence, she is blackmailed and forced to blackmail, and when the
mysteries are finally solved and it is known that she is Manston’s mother and that he is the
perpetrator of heinous crimes, she dies. There is pain in keeping a secret, and pain is also
the inevitable result of unveiling it. As each fragment of knowledge seeps into the open,
what is discovered is not simply unpleasant, but is usually, in some way, damaging to the
discoverer. In fact, nothing truly pleasant is ever found out and even those incidents in
which what is learnt might be considered agreeable are laced with discomfort. Cytherea’s
first encounter with Springrove is ostensibly a pleasant experience for both, yet their
happiness is clouded by the news of Owen’s lameness. The characters, nonetheless, do not
shy away from the pursuit of knowledge—they continue to search and to endure the
attendant pain. Knowledge is, at this point in Hardy’s career, a commodity inextricably

linked to suffering, but, crucially, it appeats to be a suffering worth enduring.

THE HAND OF ETHEILBERTA

In Robert Gittings’ introduction to the New Wessex edition of Tbe Hand of Ethelberta, he
calls the novel ‘the joker in the pack.” This is apt, not only because Hardy intended
Et/ye/beﬁé to be ‘A Comedy in Chapters’, but because tricks and hoaxes are its principal
theme. The joker is the card that does not quite fit into the pack, but, at the same time, is a

fundamental patt of it. In some games, the joker is used as a substitute for another and so,

3 Robert Gittings, ‘Introduction’, in HE 15.
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as Andrew Clinton says of the novel, ‘creates a cleat division between outward appearances
and inward reality.”™ In The Hand of Ethelberta misfits, masquerades, fagade and artifice
govern the plot, and it is sometimes difficult to tell what is real and to be trusted and what
is not. Even the cutious title of the novel contributes to its enigma. The ‘hand’ is variously
understood to refer to Ethelberta’s winning hand in a metaphotical game of cards; het
four-times coveted ‘hand in marriage’; and, obliquely, the maiden name of Hatdy’s mother
(of which more below). Through the novel, Hardy turned preconceptions about, for
example, class and gender, on their heads and consequently invited his readets to
reconsider the relationship between appearance and reality.

With The Hand of Ethelberta Hardy depatts from the sensational concealments of
Desperate Remedies and embarks on a different ‘Experiment’ with knowledge. The barriers to
knowledge in this novel are not cunning individuals anxious to preserve their own sordid
histories, but the skilful manipulations of a clever actress attempting to penetrate higher
society. There is nothing particularly desperate in Ethelberta’s quest. While it would be
relatively easy for her to provide for her family by marrying an aristocrat, she is an educated
woman who could also make a living as a schoolmistress or, of course, as a writer. The
secrets are not quite so secret in Ethelberta either. Whereas secrets are very rarely (and never
easily) shared in Desperate Remedies, here about as many people are patty to the secret as are
left in the dark. The tone, as befits a comedy, is much more frivolous and even when
Ethelberta’s true identity is disclosed, there is no serious impact to the revelation.

The opening chapter of the novel introduces the heroine, “Young Mts Petherwin’,
and in two paragraphs provides a rather dismissive summary of the first eighteen yeats of
her life.” From the start we are made aware that appearances cannot be trusted. While ‘[b]y
her look and cartiage she appeared to belong to that gentle order of society which has no

worldly sorrow except when its jewellery gets stolen’, in fact

* Andrew Clinton, ¢ “She Stopped Like a Clock”: Science and Artificiality in The Hand of Ethelberta and the
Cornbil] Magazine, TH], 18/2 (2002), 77-86 (77-8).
* HE 33.
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She was the daughter of a gentleman who lived in a large house 7oz his own,

and she began life as a baby christened Ethelberta after an infant of title who

does 70t come into the story at all, having merely furnished Ethelberta’s mother

with a subject of contemplation.*” (emphasis added)
Her origins are dehnéated by negatives, and at first we can only be sure of what she 1s not.
Hardy constructs a picture of Ethelberta that emphasises unnatural performativity,
compatring her to a ‘bear [that] may be taught to dance’ and stating that she could
‘carelessly overthrow. . .her dignity’.” After the death of her young husband, Ethelberta’s
mother-in-law agrees to take care of her and mould her into a young aristocratic lady on
the condition that Ethelberta ‘never openly.. .recogﬁise her relations’.* In short, the
introduction to the heroine of the novel does little more than provide the reader with a
portrait of a social actress.

Hardy again plays about with the concept of knowledge and secrets, this time

having Ethelberta earn her living as a storyteller, which she all but acknowledges to be a
cateer in professional lying. She explains her talents to Christophet, ‘T am going to tell my
tales before a London public. As a child, I had a considerable power in arresting the
attention of other children by recounting adventutres which had never happened’.*”
Ethelberta not only enters the London public by masquerading as someone she is not, but
builds an additional barrier between herself and the truth through her storytelling in order
to earn enough money to pay for the humble family with whom she cannot associate in
elegant society. The truth is buried under several layers, but there is nothing sinister to be
discovered at the bottom. Knowledge is a fairly harmless commodity here. Those who are

completely in the dark in The Hand of Ethelberta are subjects of ridicule, and sympathy is

directed towards the heroine and her family who must strive to keep the secret.

* Ihid.
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When Ethelberta finally teveals the truth to her suitor, Lord Mountclere, she
decides to do it by means of another story. This time she recounts the tale of her own life
in front of an audience gathered by her fiancé and the scene that follows is a complicated
blend of secrets, lies and confessions.* Ethelberta, adopting the petsona of a lady of
society, tells a tale that is assumed to be fictional, but is actually a true account of het own
life. To complicate the matter further, Ethelberta recounts the tale in the first person, and
so it seems as if she is only pretending to be its heroine. Lord Mountclere, unbeknown to
Ethelberta, already knows her sectet; the reading audience also knows; the fictional
audience does not. Before Ethelberta can finish her tale, Lord Mountclere mterrupts to
save her the indignity of confessing in public. In short, the confession scene, which should
clear up all of the mysteties, actually proves to be the most complex management of
knowledge mn the whole novel.

The central mystery of the novel is Ethelberta’s class status. It is not after all a
terrible secret, as Mr. Chickerel reflects after his daughter’s identity is discovered by her
society friends, the Doncastles: ‘there was in it neither murder, robbery, illness, accident,
fire, or any other of the tragic and legitimate shakers of human nerves’.*’ Yet, it is managed
almost as carefully, and the truth received with as much horror, as if it were one of those
sensational depravities. The sordid secrets of Desperate Remedies, of which one is inevitably
reminded by Mr. Chickerel’s brief musing, caused less anxiety than Ethelberta’s white lie.
In Hardy’s first novel, there is always awareness that there is more to learn and this is the
driving force of the narrative. Both protagonist and reader are involved in unravelling the
mystery and when it is finally uncovered, the reaction 1s less severe because they, and we,
have always believed that at the heart of it there must be something unpleasant, and what
we discover is considerably less significant than might be imagined. It is the contrasting
complacency and lack of suspicion in The Hand of Ethelberta that make the horrified

reactions at the point of discovery seem unjustified. This is, of course, a necessary result of
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its genre. With the sensation novel one expects the most unsavoury of secrets to emerge
and with the comic novel one looks forwatd to the deflation of problems and their easy
resolution.

Like its sister novels The Hand of Ethelberta has often been considered defective in
terms of characterisation. Andrew Radford defends the novel, arguing that this weakness is
intentional on the part of the writer: ‘What has long been considered. ..as a grave flaw in
the novel — the lack of fully realised inner life to Ethelberta — may actually be one of
Hardy’s boldest tactics: we experience the protagonist in so many ‘disguises’, that not one
can be identified unequivocally as the “real” Ethelberta.”*® Radford suggests that The Hand
of Ethelberta (like A Laodicean) may be a semi—autobiographical novel. Relatively poor and
unaccustomed to city life, Hardy found himself mixing with London society and ‘had

»49

anxieties about his social background.” Peter Widdowson argues that Hardy wrote the

novel partly as a response to these feelings of inferiority:
It seems likely. ..that Hardy was self-consciously re-presenting himself as
Ethelberta, and producing an immense irony which only he could savout: his
most open and accurate account of himself and his real social relations

presented as a fiction in which his heroine does the same, only for both ‘true

stories’ to be received as fictions and, in the case of the novel itself, to be

criticized for being ‘impossible’.50

It has been suggested that the ‘Hand’ of the title may be a sly reference to Hardy’s mother’s
maiden name, offering a clue to the true identity of this rural storyteller. If this is the
case—and the similarities between Ethelberta’s and Hardy’s immersion in London life are
striking—then the truth is even more thickly veiled than Radford suggests: a story-teller
masquerading as an aristocrat within a story by a stonemason’s son ‘masquerading’ as a

London intellectual.

*® Andrew Radford, ‘Hardy’s Subversion of Social Comedy in The Hand of Ethelberta, THJ, 16/2 (2000), 63-70
(68).

* Toru Sasaki, “The Hand of Ethelberta’, in Page (ed.), Reader’s Companion, 148-53 (151).
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While secrets, trickery, artifice and masquerade drive the plot, there is, as I have
said, a sense that these batriers to knowledge are not severe and that the knowledge they
disguise is not sotdid or unpleasant. Discovering the truth is not an arduous task, but
neither is keeping a secret. No one suffers to any great extent either by keeping, telling or
hearing a secret. The audience can contentedly follow the tale and be amused by its irony,
but we are not yet met with the pessimistic sense of man’s helplessness that permeates the

later fiction.

A IAODICEAN

A prolonged and intense illness, during which Hardy was confined to his bed and forced to
dictate most of A4 I aodicean to his wife, meant that the writer was not able to research
extensively, as was his custom, and was therefore restricted to writing about only what he
already knew or could imagine.” The unusual genesis of A Laodicean helps to explain the
treatment of knowledge within the novel. Whereas Hardy was prevented from researching
knowledge, the characters display a certain unwillingness to expand their knowledge and
apathy about uncovering mysteries and speaking of what they know. This odd reluctance or
inability to pursue the truth when it is known to be hidden characterises the natrative.
Ostensibly important secrets exist in 4 Laodicean, but they are neither actively investigated
not particularly well hidden.

The opening of the novel focuses on George Somerset who is engrossed in
sketching the doorway of a villagé church. The vibrant colour of the setting sun produces a
fiery glow on the stonework he 1s studying, but Somerset is too intent on his task to notice
the ‘watp of gold threads’ surrounding and altering himself and his environment so

strikingly:

SV 17 149-50.
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He was so absorbed in his pursuit that he did not mark the brilliant chromatic

effect of which he composed the central feature, till it was brought home to his

intelligence by the warmth of the moulded stonework under his touch when

measuting; which led him at length to turn his head and gaze on its cause.”
While facts, like Somerset’s sunset, stare the characters hard in their faces, it is usually
necessaty for them to be ‘awoke[n] to realities’ and forced into making a decision to act
upon the newly acquired knowledge.” An air of comfortable laziness pervades the opening
chapter, with its ruminations on the sleepy August environment, its casual wanderings into
mythology, histoty and poetty, before the reader is gently drawn back to the stoty.
Somerset is desctibed as being ‘enveloped in the lingering aureate haze’ before, on a whim,
‘leisurely’ following a boy out of the churchyard.> There is no urgency in the narrative.
Somerset goes where the mood takes him, never consciously decisive and at the end of the
chapter he chooses to wander to another church not out of any particular desire to see it
but because he was ‘[wlilling to be interested in anything which would keep him out-of-
doors’.”

The novel’s principal ‘Laodicean’ is Paula Power, the orphaned daughter of a
wealthy railway contractor and mheritor of the ancient Stancy Castle. This unusual
appellation is conferred on Paula by an incensed Baptist minister following the heroine’s
last-minute refusal to comply with her late father’s wishes and commit, through full bodily
immersion in a baptismal pool, to the Baptist Church. (This is the scene that Somerset
finds himself witnessing.) Once Paula has returned to the vestry, the minister, Mr.
Woodwell, proceeds to deliver a scathing sermon—that he knows Paula can overhear—

opening with Christ’s address to the angel of the Church in Laodicea from Revelation 3:

15-17:
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‘I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot: 1 would thou wert cold or hot. So then
because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of my mouth....
Thon sayest, I am rich, and increased with goods, and have need of nothing; and knowest not
that thou art wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked. 56
After invoking this biblical precedent, the minister launches into a polemic, ‘no less forcible
than the text’, while his chastened victim flees the chapel and returns to her castle.”’
Paula’s inability to make the commitment to the Baptist Church is at first
accounted for by her sex: the narrator explains that the minister ‘did not know the

% However, it is clear that there is more to Paula’s

tlimitable caprice of 2 woman’s mind.
‘lukewarmness’ than this blithe generalisation implies. The baptism itself was pressed upon
her under the terms of her fathet’s will and the distress she feels following the incident
indicates that her refusal was no mere whim but a conscientious realisation that she could
not propetly and wholeheartedly commit to the Baptist Church. Given that Hardy in the
1860s had made a similar refusal to commit to the Anglican Church, the narrator’s
reference to capticious femininity is even less likely to be the full or true explanation of
Paula’s refusal.” It has been proposed that .4 Laodicean draws upon Hardy’s own
expetiences, including his hesitance in matters of theology. John Schad, for example,
asserts that there is a ‘bizarre biographical logic’ to the novel.”’ Indeed, a lover of puzzles
might speculate that the heroine’s initials are a cryptic clue to Paula’s representative
capacity. ‘P.P.” is a common abbreviation of the Latin phrase, per procurationem (through the
agency of), still commonly used when signing a letter on behalf of someone else.

Paula’s lukewarmness extends beyond religion. In fact, there is almost no subject or
aspect of life about which the heroine’s feelings could be described as categorical or

fervent. The romance between Paula and George Somerset is repeatedly thwarted or stalled

by the machinations of the novel’s villain, William Dare, but Dare’s successes in his
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schemes ate made easier by Paula’s unwillingness (or inability) to declare her feelings for
Somerset. While sheltering from the rain in the summer-house during the garden-party,
Somerset confesses his love for Paula, and asks whether his feelings are reciprocated. There
follows an exchange that highlights the heroine’s characteristic elusiveness:

“And will you love mer”

Paula did not reply.

“Will you, Paula?” he repeated.

“You may love me.”

“But you don’t love me 1n return?”

“I'love you to love me.”

“Won’t you say anything more explicit?”

“Not a single word!”

Somerset emitted half a sigh: he wished she had been more demonstrative, yet
felt that this passive way of assenting was as much as he could hope for. Had
there been anything cold in her passivity he might have felt repressed; but her
stillness suggested the stillness of motion imperceptible from its intensity.”

It 1s important that Somerset sees that Paula is not ‘cold’ despite his inability to obtain
proof of her precise emotions. Despite this initial sympathy, Somerset almost fails 1n his
attempts to capture Paula because he cannot understand her lukewarmness, mistaking it for
rejection. Captain De Stancy 1s, however, more astute than Somerset and recognises Paula’s
character, tempering his approach to her accordingly. He explains to his son,  “This lady is
of a reticent, independent, complicated disposition, and any sudden proceeding would put
her on her mettle... I proceed slowly; I know better than to do otherwise. Thank God
there is plenty of time.”

Paula is equally aware of her own innate ambivalence, which is not restricted to
religion or romance. One of the main strands of the novel’s plot is the restoration of the
dilapidated Stancy Castle. Paula plans to turn the quadrangle into a Greek court and (with
typical indirectness) has Charlotte, her companion, introduce the idea to Somerset, who is

one of the prospective architects. Later, while touring the castle with Somerset, Paula asks

‘tentatively’ whether her plans will be allowed and the architect responds by questioning
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whether they will not undermine ‘the genius of the pla;:e’, Paula retorts, ¢ “I am not a
medizvalist: I am an eclectic.” ’® The outright refusal of histotical purity is almost
uncharactetistic in its straightforwardness. Paula is, indeed, ‘eclectic’ in what is usually a
pejorative sense but is here marked out for us as perhaps not after all bad. She has no
strong adherences, a sentiment that is reaffirmed in her readiness to abandon the Greek
court scheme. Following a critical comment printed anonymously (we later discover the
critic to be the disgruntled Havill who had suspected that he was to lose the commission—
promised him by Paula’s father—to restore the castle), Paula gives up the notion with little
resistance.

'We are encouraged, not least by Paula herself, to see Paula’s Laodiceanism as a
consequence of her education, social positién, and gender. She is the modern educated
daughter of a man of science and 2 woman of independent means; but she finds the notion
of noble ancestry romantic, admires the ancients, and 1s, despite her avowed independence,

susceptible to the men who pursue her. Paula’s dilemma 1s highlighted in an exchange with

Sometset:

“You represent science rather than art, perhaps.”
“How?”” she asked quickly, glancing from under her hat.
“I mean,” he answered quietly, “that you represent the march of mind — the

steamship, and the railway, and the thoughts that shake mankind.”
She weighed his words, and said slowly: “Ah, yes: you allude to my father. My
father was a great man; but I am more and more forgetting his greatness: that
kind of greatness is what a woman can never truly enter into. I am less and less
his daughter every day that goes by.”**
Paula is very much a symbol of the transition between ancient and modern that
characterises an age of prolific technological advance, changing attitudes towards women’s
rights, and the greater mutability of social status. Uncomfortably caught between several

roles and conflicting obligations, Paula’s response is to withdraw into a position of

ambivalence and refuse to commit to any of them.
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An inability to commit is, I wish to argue here, an almost inevitable consequence of
living in a society in which so much is becoming known that was unimaginable until very
recently—or so Hardy, by the end of 1880, was cleatly coming to feel. .4 Laodicearn is
subtitled ‘A Story of To-day’ and this points to Hardy’s intention that it would provide a
comment on, or at least an illustration of, the implications of the fast-changing wozrld. Swift
advances in science and technology, alongside improvements in education, meant that
there was a greater understanding of how the world works. The more that was known,
however, the more questions needed to be asked, particulatly concerning the implications
of Darwinism for religion. ‘Higher’ education was no longer as restricted as it had been to
the educated male upper classes; meﬁ of industry were more likely to be from simple
backgrounds, and women were beginning to gain in financial, legal—thought not yet
political—independence. With class and gender barriers narrowing, the opportunities for
knowledge and for specialisation were considerably greater than they had been even twenty
years earlier. The appetite for scientific enquiry was seeping mto the general population and
disproving—or at least triggering doubts with regard to—the tenets of the Church
concerning First Causes, and an important result of this burden of knowledge was the
resultant competition of choices available to explain matters ranging from the existence of
the universe down to questions concerning how one should live one’s life from day to day.
Too much knowledge and choice could prompt a feeling of reluctance to locate oneself in
any philosophical or ethical system. Without ultimate knowledge, the germs of both truth
and doubt might be seen in many epistemological and metaphysical explanations and there
1s an inevitable sense of dissatisfaction in accepting any doctrine without question and in
abandoning any alternative theories. Thus, it is my contention that the growth of
knowledge led almost inevitably to disinclination on the part of many educated men and
women to commit to religious or philosophical positions and, in subsequent decades, had a

part to play in the emergence of agnosticism. It certainly seems that Hardy’s thinking about
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such matters, and, by this point, his reading in philosophy, prepared the way for his own
version of agnosticism.

Instability of genre in .4 Laodicean is one manifestation of this phenomenon of
knowledge-overload. As the novelist experimented with various genres—sensation, comic,
romance—he grew more adept at manipulating them. With this growth in proficiency came
the desire to produce texts of a less recognisable style. The confusions of genre in 4
Laodicean demonstrate the author’s refusal to commit to one patticular way of coding the
wotld. This is further underlined by the novel’s repeated meandering through a variety of
geographical locations: life speeded up for the Victorians as a result of the increased
availability of easy transportation. Indeed, the clash between modern and ancient is echoed
in their journeys. For example, while the act of travelling is a symbol of movement in the
modern wotld, the destinations are, in the main, influenced by a pursuit of history: at every
destination the travellers visit a site of historical and, typically, architectural interest.

Hardy’s treatment of knowledge in the novel is particulatly interesting in relation to
the notion of knoWledge—overload. The characters in the novel are generally and strongly
averse to the pursuit of knowledge—there is an apathetic approach to discovering secrets
or unveiling the trickster. The narrative style also partakes of this apathy: there ate very few
instances in which the natrator reveals anything directly to his audience. Thus, while we
easily infer that Dare is Captain De Stancy’s illegitimate son, the fact is not confirmed
immediately. As might be expected from such a ‘lazy’ novel, the reverse of this is also true
and there is no notable attempt to keep anything hidden. .4 Laodicean eventually yields up
its secrets to the reader without any sense of danger or importance in doing so.

The pursuit of knowledge is viewed as malevolent in so far as it is personified in the
character of Dare. Dare erects the principal barriers to knowledge in A Laodicean, and
always with self-serving intent. He is a particularly tricky figure because his true character
and motivations are disguised from the other protagonists. Invariably, his actions are

fraudulent, and his crimes justified as a good turn to his blackmailed co-conspirators. For
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example, Dare ostensibly helps to bring about the marriage of Captain De Stancy with
Paula Power, but he controls De Stancy with the threat that he could at any time reveal that
the Captain is his father. He also blackmails Havill—threatening to reveal the architect as
the anonymous critic of Paula’s plans for her castle—in otder to help Dare cheat Somerset.
Date is the keeper of knowledge and also, through his cunning manipulations, the
controller of knowledge both in the sense that he determines who should knpw what and
also that he manipulates reality to his own end (Dare makes a photographic forgery of a
picture of Sometset in order to convince Paula that Somerset is a drunkard and a gambler,
thereby giving De Stancy an advantage in his attempt to win her affections). Eventually
Dare’s blackmail victims admit their part in his crimes. Though they are not punished as
such for their involvement, both Havill and De Stancy suffer in the place of the true
perpetrator who always, even when his own involvement is uncovered, escapes unscathed.

Hardy’s use of the photograph provides an interesting marker for the development
of his relationship with and treatment of knowledge through the Novels of Ingenuity. The
forged photograph motif appears in both Desperate Remedies and A Laodicean, with quite
different effects. In the earlier novel, Manston intercepts a photograph of his first wife as it
passes from Springrove, the self-appointed detective, to Cytherea and Owen Graye. In
order to presetve the secret substitution of his dead wife for Anne Seaway, Manston swaps
the photograph before sending it on again to its rightful recipients. His plot, however, is
frustrated by the arrival of a second letter from Springrove containing a poem about the
now dead woman in which he describes her eyes as ‘azure’. Cytherea has already learned
that Anne’s eyes are black and thus an investigation into the true identity of the impostor
ensues.

Photographic forgery occurs twice in .4 Laodicean. The first time is when De Stancy
swaps the photograph of his son for an unidentified substitute in otrder to protect the boy’s
identity from the police constable. Despite the clumsiness of the manoeuvre (De Stancy

pretends he has picked up the wrong picture and goes to another room to obtain the
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‘correct’ one), the substitution is accepted without question.®” The second instance of
forgery is that of the altered image of Somerset that tricks Paula into believing that he is a
degenerate.® Again, there is no thorough examination of the evidence, and the lie is
accepted readily. Unquestioning ignorance is the norm in A4 Laodicean, and that 1s why Dare
achieves so much. Havill and De Stancy are too ready to be cajoled into complying with his
demands, and the other characters have too little suspicion and make too little effort to
uncover the crimes. They accept uncritically the evidence of their own eyes and, as Linda
Austin points out, readily ‘submit to illusion. Only Dare, a photographer, is aware of the
deception of distance and can manipulate appearances to control knowledge.™’

A similar compatison might be observed in the pilgtimage motif that is repeated in
all three novels. Journeys are in part a metaphor for the pursuit of knowledge. Each book
depicts a journey of some sort, but overall there is a decreasing sense of anxiety 1 each
until virtual complacency is reached 1n A Laodicean. In Desperate Remedies, the pilgrimage
takes place shortly after the marriage of Cytherea and Manston. Believing that the heroine
has unwittingly entered a bigamist marriage, both Owen and Springrove set out determined
to enlighten her to the possibility and to bring her home to avoid scandal. So desperate is
the pursuit that letters and messengers are dispatched immediately. Springrove,
fortuitously, boards a delayed train and Owen follows him the next morning. Nothing is
left to chance; the heroes are resolute in pursuing their goal.

In The Hand of Ethelberta, four men pursue the heroine m order to stop her marriage
to Lord Mountclere. There 1s a similar sense of urgency, but the way in which the journeys
are depicted is slightly altered here. Hardy put more emphasis on the details of the journey
itself and also placed many more obstacles in the path of his pilgrims. Whereas Owen and
Springtrove are successful in their efforts to locate Cytherea, Ethelberta’s pursuers fail,

attiving too late to stop the wedding. In the middle of the decade, Hardy seemed to be

5 AL 137.
* AL 281.
7 Linda M. Austin, ‘Hardy’s Laodicean Natrative’, Modern Fiction Studies, 35 (1989), 211-22 (217).
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losing faith in the efficacy of the pursuit for knowledge, emphasising not only its obstacles,
but also its futility and its irrelevance. Whereas saving Cytherea from Manston is worth the
trial, the anxiety over Ethelberta’s fate is seen to be unnecessary, for she triumphs in the
end.

By 1881, the journey had become the most important aspect of the pilgrimage.
Both Somerset and Paula are depicted chasing each other through Europe. The journeys
are long, complicated and troublesome, and their goals are, in both cases, thwarted. When
Somerset finally locates Paula, he is met with her typical lukewarmness because,
unbeknown to him, she believes him to be a drunken gambler. When Paula locates
Somerset and they marry, she undermines the happy ending by wishing that things could
have turned out differently, saying, ¢ “I wish my castle wasn’t burnt; and I wish you were a

De Stancy!” 68

Something of Hardy’s progress—both artistic and philosophical-—can be traced through
these three minor novels and their common motifs of secrecy, trickery and concealment.
As access to knowledge increases so does apathy, while the practical importance of that
knowledge correspondingly decreases. In addition, more knowledge brings with it
petplexities of choice and an inability to make choices. By the time he wrote A Laodzcean
Hardy had reached the conclusion that the search for knowledge was more important than
its discovery. Considering the novel’s interest in science and technology and the amount of
newly-discovered knowledge it coﬁtains, it is not surprising that the process became more
important than any goal. As science advanced, the possibility of reaéhing ény final
conclusions grew increasingly remote. The most important development in Hardy’s
philosophy was his apparent shift from a desperate need to locate the truth to a stance of

passivity, a shift that he translated into his writing not just with regard to the pursuit of

8 41.379.
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First Causes but the pursuit of any facts. Though we cannot make a proven link to Hardy’s
familiarity with agnostic writings, it is evident that by the end of this formative era he was
moving towards a similar position as the proclaimed agnostics and had grown more

consciously sceptical about the viability of reaching a cohesive position of knowledge on

anything.
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CHAPTER THREE

HARDY, LESLIE STEPHEN, AND THE LIFE WITHOUT FIXED PRINCIPLES

Hardy’s professional relationship with Leslie Stephen, detailed in Chapter One, was
relatively short, lasting only three years of a literary career that stretched over more than
half a century. Both Far from the Madding Crowd and The Hand of Ethelberta were written for
the Cornbill Magazine (then under Stephen’s editorship) and the two men corresponded
regulatly between 1873 and 1876 about the composition and publication of the novels.
Stephen nurtured the then faitly inexperienced author, giving him advice on style and
content, and particularly on what material was consideted approptiate for publication in a
genteel magazine. They seemed to shate a dislike of Grundyism, but, Stephen, as an editor,
was more mindful of public taste than Hardy.! On 2 February 1877, Hardy sent the
incomplete manuscript of The Return of the Native to Stephen for consideration. As Hardy
later recorded in his contribution to Maitland’s Life and Letters of Leske Stephen, the editor
was wary of the novel’s complicated love-triangle, which he considered potentially

‘ “dangerous” for a family magazine’, and insisted that he would need to see the completed
novel before making a decision.” In his biography of Stephen, Noel Gilroy Annan questions
the veracity of Stephen’s professed regret. It is true that, as 2 matter of business sense,
Stephen would have been foolish to compromise the Cornhi//—a magazine consumed
primarily by respectable upper-middle-class families—and that he did complain, on taking
ovet the editorship from Thackeray (his father-in-law), because it ‘exclude[d] the only
subjects in which reasonable men can take any critical interest: politics and religion’.® Yet,
Annan points out, Stephen’s ‘taste often coincided with that of his public.”* In truth, he was
partial to a ‘thoroughly sentimental novel’, detested the sexual explicitness of French

novelists, and ‘it is clear that the many rejections and excisions which he excused on

'See my Chapter One, p.34.

? Maitland, Lesiie Stephen, 276-7.
3 Annan, Leske Stephen, 66.
*Ibid. 67.
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editorial grounds, were agreeable to him for personal reasons.” But, in 1877, Hardy was
unwilling to make the necessaty compromises with the plotting of The Return of the Native—
compromises that he would so readily have undertaken two ot three years earliet—and he
took his new setial elsewhere, severing the working relationship.’ The two men remained
good friends.

It is evident that Stephen’s influence on Hardy extended beyond the artistic
guidance offered to a writer by his editor. In his autobiography, Hardy named Stephen as
‘the man whose philosophy was to influence his own for many years, indeed, more than
that of any other contemporary’.” It is perhaps surprising that Stephen’s philosophical
influence is more evident in novels that were not written under his editorship; .4 Pazr of Blue
Eyes (1873) and The Return of the Native (1878), the novels immediately preceding and
following those written under Stephen’s editorship, more fully corroborate Hardy’s
declaration of his editor’s philosophical influence than the two whose composition the
editor so carefully oversaw.

Why Hardy did not investigate his editor’s philosophy during the petiod in which
he wrote for the Combill is open to speculation. Perhaps he did not feel confident enough
to subject his superior’s views to scrutiny while working so closely with him. It is easier to
enter into an artistic dialogue when the subject with whom you intend to argue is not the
same person who will determine which aspects of your work will be published. Moreover,
Stephen was a difficult character: ‘ironical, sceptical [and] moody’ in Stefan Collini’s
desctiption.’ Noel Annan summarises Stephen’s approach to his family as ‘insensitive,
egotistical and, in a subtle way, tyrannical’ and, in an account included in Maitland’s

biography, Stephen assessed his own character as ¢ “skinless.” over-sensitive and nervousl
Vs > y

> Tbid.

S The Return of the Native was settalised in Belgravia (‘a far less prestigious journal than the Cornbill, according to
Millgate, A4 Biggraphy, 188) between January and December 1878, at that time edited by the sensation writer
Mary Elizabeth Braddon.

"L 102. |

8 Stefan Collini, Public Moralists: Political Thought and Intellectual 1ife in Britain 1850-1930 (Oxford: Clarendon,
1991), 174.



73
irritable.”” Mr. Ramsay, the unpleasant father in Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse (1927),

was famously based on Stephen, her father.'” While both Annan and Maitland insist on his
unswerving loyalty and respect for his friends,' it is clear that Stephen was a formidable
character, one whom an author might well shrink from offending, especially an author in
Hardy’s position—inexperienced and reliant on the editor for the successful continuance of
his career.
Less cynically, we might also recall that Hardy held his editor in sincere and high
regard. In his autobiography Hardy describes two coincidences that suggested that he and
his future editor were in some way destined to meet. The first linking coincidence’, as
Hardy describes it, was the afore-mentioned shared address of Hardy’s first London
employer and Stephen’s Alpine Club." The second twist of fate was that the letter Stephen
wrote to Hardy in December 1872 inviting him to conttibute to the Cornbill only reached
its intended recipient by lucky accident. Hardy records:
It was, indeed, by the merest chance that he ever got the Combill letter at all.
The postal arrangements in Dorset were still so primitive at this date that the
only delivery of letters at Hardy’s father’s house was by the hands of some
friendly neighbour who had come from the next village; and Mr Stephen’s
request for a story had been picked up in the mud of the lane by a labouring
man, the schoolchildren to whom it had been entrusted having dropped it on
the way."

Stephen had been obliged to make a concerted effort to identify the author. Under the

Greenwood Tree, the novel that had given him such ‘pleasure’, was published anonymously in

Tinsley’s Magagine in 1872 and it is likely that Stephen discovered the name of the author by

contacting Horace Moule, the authot of a favourable review of the novel for the Saturday

® Annan, Leske §. tephen, 94 and Maitland, Leske Stephen, 433.

10 Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse, ed. Stella McNichol with an intro. and notes by Hermione Lee (1927;
London: Penguin, 1992).

"' For a more thorough analysis of Leslie Stephen’s character, see Annan, Leske Stephen, 94-109 and Maitland,
Leske Stephen, 433-4, 476-7 and 494-5.

2L 42,

P L 98.
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Review and (fortunately for both author and editor) a mutual friend." That Hardy chose to
highlight the role that chance played in his relationship with Stephen indicates not only that
he felt that their friendship was important enough to warrant relaying its strange history,
but also that he felt their lives were somehow meant to intersect. To criticise the work of
his friend and editor would be to risk undoing the good work that ‘fate’ had done in
bringing them together. As will be shown, Hardy’s treatment of Stephen’s work and
philosophy in_A4 Pair of Blue Eyes, ptior to their working relationship, is both mote imitative
and less critical than that in The Return of the Native when the working relationship was
complete and the friendship firmly founded.

Lastly, Stephen, as we know, was very particular about what material he deemed
suitable for publication in his magazine. He did not, for example, publish his own
controversial essays on agnosticism in the Cornhill, choosing instead to publish them in
Fraser’s Magazine and, later, in the Fortnightly Review, which Stephen found ‘sufficiently
radical to suit his taste” after its editorship had passed to John Morley." It is almost
certainly the case that Hardy was conscientiously steered away from writing anything that
might adversely affect the non-contentious reputation of the Cornbill.

A Pair of Blue Eyes, the eatlier of the two novels, was written before Hardy had met
Stephen, but borrows heavily—more so than has hitherto been realised—from an essay
Stephen wrote in 1872 entitled ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’.'* The cliff scene may have |
been written as a tribute to his prospective editor; certainly, it responds to new areas of
thought that Stephen’s work had helped to open up to Hardy. It is clear that he had read
and digested Stephen’s essay. Less obvious 1s the influence that Stephen’s ‘“An Agnostic’s
Apélogy’ (1876) had on the philosophical concerns of The Return of the Native.” The

predominant themes of both Hardy’s novel and Stephen’s essay—fate, free-will, justice, the

' LI 97. See Horace Moule, Review of Thomas Hardy, Under the Greenwood Tree, aturday Review, 34 (28 Sep.
1872), 417; rpt. In CH 11-14.

'S Annan, Leske Stephen, 52.

161 eslie Stephen, ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’, Fraser’s Magazzne, NS 6 (1872), 545-61.

17 Stephen, ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’, 1-39.
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problem of evil and undeserved suffering—permeate most of Hardy’s later fiction, and the
pessimism of which he was accused (notably by his close friend Frederic Harrison) first
becomes visible in The Return of the Native.'® By the time Hardy wrote The Return of the Native
he was a much more experienced and successful novelist, and as a result his approach to
Stephen’s work is both more subtle and mote critical than it had been five yeats eatlier.
This chapter explores the links between Stephen’s agnostic essays and the two novels,
illustrating the acknowledged philosophical influence Stephen had upon the novelist and
demonstrating Hardy’s efforts to interpret the philosophical ideas of his editor and recast

and interrogate them in an artistic framework.

A PAIR OF BLLUE EYES AND ‘A BAD FIVE MINUTES IN THE ALPS’

For years it was believed that Hardy’s inspiration for Henry Knight’s (literal) cliffhanger in
A Pair of Blue Eyes was an event in his own life involving a walk with Emma, his first wife."”
The story goes that Emma lost an earring on their walk and asked Hardy to retrieve it for
her—a venture that involved leaning precariously over the edge of a chiff. But more
recently critics have observed the conspicuous parallels between the scene and Leslie
Stephen’s essay, ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’, published in 1872 in Fraser’s Magazine,
edited by a friend of Stephen, J. A. Froude.

John Halperin, for example, has demonstrated that the timing of the two pieces

corresponds so closely as to make it quite possible that Hardy borrowed from his future

'8 See Millgate, A4 Biography, 529 and Frederic Harrison, ‘Novissima Verba—IT, Fortnightly Review, NS 107
(1920), 180-4.

" Incidentally, the first recorded use of the word ‘cliffhanger’ was in the American journal, American Speech, in
1937, and the first time it was used in Britain was in 1938 in The Times—and on both occasions it was used to
describe a cinematic cliffthanger. Thus, it seems that Hardy was anticipatory in using the medium of serial
publication to literalise the cliffhanger sixty-five years before the term itself existed. See OED online edition:
‘cliff-hanget’ The Oxford English Dictionary. 2nd ed. 1989. OED Oun/ine. Oxford University Press.
<http://dictionary.oed.com/cgi/entry/50041475>, accessed 26 Jun. 2006.
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mentor’s essay—but the timing is tight.”’ ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’ appeared in
Fraser’s Magazine in November 1872. Henry Knight was left hanging from the Cliff without
a Name between parts six and seven of A Pair of Blue Eyes, which appeared in February and
March 1873 in Tinsley’s Magazine. Hardy, according to Halperin, was writing only a matter of
six weeks ahead of each number and therefore would have had around a month in which
to read, digest and appropriate Stephen’s essay. Indeed, it looks as if Hardy read Stephen’s
essay shortly after—and probably in response to—receiving the letter requesting a
contribution to the Cornhill Magazine, and we can speculate that it was this letter that led
him to read Stephen’s essay and borrow the idea of the clifthanger. Robert Gittings,
Lawrence Jones and Virginia Hyman have also discussed the similarities between .4 Pair of
Biune Eyes and ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the Alps.”” None of them has explored the wider
mmplications of Hardy’s ‘borrowing’ for understanding his philosophical viewpoint.

The details of the pieces are strikingly similar. ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’is a
fictional narrative written in the first person. It begins in a walkers’ hostel in which the hero
is a prisoner of the inclement weather. He complains of the frustration of his confinement,
and describes how an enthusiastic and eloquent Anglican preacher enjoys an unusually
enlarged audience for his Sunday sermon, taking full advantage of their captivity to lecture
on the ‘poor old Athanasian Creed’, towards which Stephen was again derisive in a later
essay entitled ‘Are We Christians?’ (1873).” Certain of the ‘utter unreality of his [the
preacher’s] sentiments’, Stephen is disappointed that such rhetorical talent should be
wasted on ‘these dry husks of obsolete speculation’.” In order to escape the preaching, he

moves to a reading room where the only literature he can find 1s a ‘respectable periodical’

0 Halperin further explains that Hardy regularly appropriated material from primary sources to add to his
own work and, as a consequence, has often been accused of plagiarism; it is, therefore, no surprise that no
acknowledgement is made to Stephen for the cliff scene in A4 Pair of Blue Eyes. See Halperin, ‘Leslie Stephen,
Thomas Hardy’, 738.

2! Gittings, Thomas Hardy, 265-8. Lawrence Jones, ‘Leslie Stephen and “Nature’s Questioning” ?, Thomas Hardy
Society Review, 1 (1980), 191; and Virginia R. Hyman, Ethical Perspectives in the Novels of Thomas Hardy (Literary
Criticism Series; New York: Kennikat, 1975).

22 Stephen, ‘A Bad Five Minutes’, 545. See also Leslie Stephen, ‘Are We Christians?” Fortnightly Review, Ns 13
(1873), 281-303.

23 Stephen, ‘A Bad Five Minutes’, 545.
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reporting on a ‘very energetic controversy. ..raging as to the efficacy of prayer.”” It is likely
that the piece to which Stephen’s protagonist refers is an article by Francis Galton, the
scientific naturalist and agnostic sympathiser, entitled ‘Statistical Inquiries into the Efficacy
of Prayer’, which appeared in the Fortnightly Review in August 1872.” There Galton argued
that the efficacy of prayer ‘is a petfectly appropriate and legitimate subject of scientific
inquiry.”® While he is unable to reach any resolution concerning the nature or, mndeed, the
existence of God, Galton admits that prayet, for those who truly believe that they are in
‘communion with God’, is efficacious in its ability to ‘strengthen the heart, and divert it
from petty cares’”” He concludes, howéver, that a similar strength can be felt by those
sceptical about God and religion, but who believe the Humanist or Positivist notion that
life’s meaning can be found in one’s genetic contribution to the human race: ‘brotherhood
with all that 1s, and. . .responsibility in the parentage of an endless future’ is, according to
Galton, ‘quite as powerful in ennobling the resolves, and it is found to give serenity during
the trials of life and in the shadow of approaching death.”

As we shall see, the subject of this debate is recalled to Stephen’s hero’s mind
when, later, he faces imminent death. For now though, without this threat, he is frustrated
by the ‘spectacle of sincere and religious people hunting painfully for some proof that the
God whom they professed to adore was something mote than a mere name.”” He observes
that the ‘unsophisticated natives’ of the Alpine district have not yet been touched by this
wave of religious scepticism and their unquestioning belief is, to him, less absurd than the
‘straining and special pleading of sincere believers to prove that the central article of their
faith had really some kind of intelligible meaning’.*° The debate brings on a feeling of

claustrophobia in the hero. He likens the sensation to that of reading works by long-dead

** Ibid.

% Francis Galton, ‘Statistical Inquiries into the Efficacy of Prayer’, Fortnightly Review, NS 12 (1872), 125-35.
% Ibid. 125.

*’ Tbid. 135.

%8 Ihid.

2 Stephen, ‘A Bad Five Minutes’, 545.

* Ibid. 545-6.
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authors in a library, only here his claustrophobia is heightened by the fact that the authors
are not dead at all—they are present and vibrant. Feeling the need to escape and reaffirm
the reality of his own existence, he decides to go for a walk. He loses the path, slips and
falls over the edge of a cliff, and is left hanging by his fingertips with no apparent means of
escape. With wry humour, he does not curse the God who would allow such a personal
disaster, remarking instead that ‘[a]t times, nature itself became an object of antipathy, and I
felt a kind of personal dislike to gravitation and the laws of motion.”' He muses that the

eloquent young clergyman back in the hostel would use his death as a lesson in
Providence.”

At the moment he falls, the hero has ‘space for only one thought...—“at last!” %
He explains that during his many dangerous Alpine adventures he had often, after a minor
slip, wondered about this moment. He describes his thought—or feeling—mnow that the
moment has finally arrived as an ‘electric shock of coloutless expectation. I call it
colourless’, he further elaborates, ‘for the space was too brief to allow even of conscious
alarm or horror.” Stephen used the word ‘colourless’ again in 1876 in ‘An Agnostic’s
Apology’ to desctibe the emotion with which the agnostic typically views the world.
Evidently, despite his convinced agnosticism, Stephen realised that there was something
unappealing about the life without faith in an afterlife.”® When the hero discovers that he
has a few more minutes to live before the final plunge to the rocks below, he begins to
ruminate on his philosophy and how a moment of crisis such as this inevitably affects one’s
system of belief. Despite his earlier derision of Christianity, he admits that in this

predicament he understands that recourse to religion, as in the form of the last rites, cannot

be easily dismissed or ridiculed because of the support it might offer in one’s dymng hours.

31 Ibid. 549.

32 Ibid. 551-2.

33 Ibid. 547.

34 Ibid.

35 Stephen, ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’, 15-17.
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The performance itself, he explains, may be ‘automatically’ executed by the ‘[b]ewildered’
victim as a distraction from his immediate crisis.”®

Hanging from the cliff and waiting for a seemingly-inevitable death, the hero’s
mind reviews his own philosophical history: ‘Forgotten frames of mind reproduced
themselves in quick succession and in a brief space. I had retraced stages of intellectual
development through which I had passed in former days.”’ ‘But’, he reports, ‘of the
thoughts which occurred to me I may say generally that I do not report them as creditable
or orthodox, but metely as characteristic of 2 mind without fixed principles.” He
entertains and rejects many possible systems of belief, including atheism, Positivism and
humanism, and concludes by saying that ‘a believer in any creed would have been highly
uncomfortable in [his] stit:ion.’39 Realising that he has nothing to lose because without
action he will certainly die, he attempts to propel himself upwatds, but falls, only to find
that he has landed on a previously-unnoticed ledge ten feet below. He locates a path and
makes his way safely back to the hostel to dine with his fellow walkers.

By the end of the essay the hero has grown more tolerant of belief in and worship
of a divine being, and the derision with which he views believers has in a small measure
subsided. He has been forced to acknowledge that his own philosophy reduces the
individual to insignificance, a reduction more palatable in the abstract than when one is
suspended hundreds of feet in the air staring death in the face. Religion counters nihilism
with the promise that there is something beyond life. So, while the moment of crisis does
not kindle belief in the hero, it does teach him to appreciate its emotional (if illusory) uses.
His scepticism remains emphatically there, but tempered now by a tolerance that is, at root,

psychological.

3 Stephen, ‘A Bad Five Minutes’, 552.

*" Ibid. 553.

*® Ibid.

* Ibid. 553, 560. The full list of religions and philosophical guides given 1s: ‘Protestants, Catholics, Positivists,
Broad Churchmen, Pantheists, and a vast variety of sects...St. Paul, Spinoza, Marcus Aurelius, Dr. Newman,
Epicurus, Comte, Thomas 2 Kempis, Luther, Dr. Camming, and others.’
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In Hardy’s A4 Pair of Biue Eyes the cliffhanger scene occurs when Henry Knight and

Elfride meet walking near the Cliff without a Name. Knight—always keen to prove his
intellect—drops his hat over the edge in order to demonstrate the unusual air currents
around the cliff. On attempting to retriéve the dropped hat, he finds himself unable to re-
ascend. Elfride tries to help him back to safety and not only becomes trapped herself, but
makes the predicament mote precatious for both of them. Using Knight as 2 human ladder
she climbs to safety, but as she does so Knight slips further from the edge. Elfride
disappears in search of help, leaving Knight to meditate on his position and on his place in
the world. Just as he has given up all hope, Elfride returns and rescues him with a rope
fashioned out of her underclothes.

Critics have noted detailed points of similarity in the dramatic predicament, though
the differences are pethaps more interesting. Each man clings to a root as he is left
suspended from the cliff and each maintains a precarious foothold on a stray piece of
quartz protruding from the cliff-face. They both undertake a dangerous upwards lgap n
order to propel themselves to safety. Whereas Knight, aided by Elfride, is successful,
Stephen’s hero falls further down and is saved by the fortuitous position of an hitherto
invisible ledge. The narrator of ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’ contemplates his place in
the world, and how insignificant his loss to it would be: ‘T cannot affect to think that I have
been more to the wotld than an ant to 2 mountain. .. Humanity was too big and too
distant, and too indistinctly related to me, to lift me for one minute above the sense of that
awful personal crash which was approaching so speedily.” He develops this thought
further to consider the Materialist philosophy that would reconcile him to death by
proposing that the individual is not in himself significant and that the crucial factor is what

he has added to humanity. He is not at ease with the idea that his own existence can be

0 Thid. 559.



81

dismissed in this way and admits that he can find no more solace in Materialism than in the
‘diabolical witchcraft’ of Christianity.”

Knight also speculates on his place in the wotld, but reaches a different conclusion.
He cannot help thinking—with an echo of Stephen’s hero’s wryness, ‘that his death would
be a deliberate loss to earth of good material; that such an experiment in killing might have
been practised upon some less developed life.”” Each blames natute as the agent of his
predicament and each is indignant about the sport nature appears to enjoy by placing his
life in peril. Stephen’s hero’s comedic dislike of Newtonian physics resonates in Knight’s
reference to ‘Pitiless Nature’.” He argues:

We are mostly accustomed to look upon all opposition which is not animate,
as that of the stolid, inexorable hand of indifference, which wears out the
patience mote than the strength. Here, at any rate, hostility did not assume that
slow sickening form. It was a cosmic agency, active, lashing, eager for
conquest: determination; not an insensate standing in the Way.44
With these similarities established, it is of interest to examine what Hardy did »o#
appropriate from Stephen and consider what this might imply about his burgeoning
relationship with nineteenth-century agnosticism.

In A Pair of Blue Eyes Hardy allows Knight’s contemplation of life and death to
move through very similar stages; however, whereas Stephen’s hero’s mind wanders
through many alternative modes of philosophising about what his life and death might
mean to the wotld, in Knight’s clifthanger Hardy seizes control of the narrative and
explicitly declines to tell us what his protagonist’s speculations on these matters might be:

‘Knight gave up thoughts of life utterly and entirely, and turned to contemplate the Dark

Valley and the unknown future beyond. Into the solemn depths of these reflections we will

* Tbid. 560.

*> PBE (serial) 124. (NB. With the exception of those regarding the cliff-scene, all references to 4 Pair of Blue
Epes are from the Oxford University Press 1985 edition. This decision was made based on the fact that the
serial and the novel do not differ greatly in the other scenes discussed here, as well as the convenience of
using a single volume relative to using the many instalments of the serial.)

* Tbid.

*Ibid. 123.
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not pry.”” No space is offered to reflect on what Knight might go on to mmagine. At this
moment, Elfride reappears on the horizon, the rescue begins, and the focalisation of the
narrative shifts away from Knight.

The reader is, therefore, suspended in a literary cliffhanget, avant la lettre, analogous
to Knight’s situation. What are we to assume he imagines in these last few seconds before
his rescue? I suggest that whereas Stephen explicitly details his hero’s thoughts, Hardy,
apparently dodging metaphysical speculation, in fact relocates it within the wider narrative.
The text of A Pair of Blue Eyes becomes a compatratively freer space in which to deliberate
the alternatives to belief.

Hardy’s answer to Knight’s metaphysical contemplation is, apparently, Elfride. The
narrative speculates that Knight places his faith in her and in love: ‘Knight petseveringly
held on. Had he any faith i Elfride? Perhaps. Love is faith, and faith, like a gathered
flower, will live on a long time after nutriment has ceased’.” Hardy thus takes the
theological speculations of Stephen’s essay and secularises them, swapping the language of
metaphysics for the language of romaﬁce, but a language that Knight does not fully
endorse. This may be a sign of an inexperienced author wanting to keep up the narrative
drive and wary of alienating his audience by openly interrogating these big ideas, except
that we know Hardy remained, throughout his life, unwilling to nail his philosophical
colouts to the mast. Though the scene is not quite an allegory, it névertheless shows
Hardy’s attempt to give novelistic form to his questions about faith that were addressed in
Stephen’s essay. By juxtaposing the languages of love and theology here, Hardy subtly
leaves his more philosophical readers free to speculate on the latter. Faith can survive
without ‘nutrimént’, he declares. Faith is an empirically unverifiable conviction, but Hardy
implies here that there is 2 fundamental absurdity in faith. Without any logical justification,
the lover clings blindly to the hope that salvation will be brought about by the object of his

worship. We should, of course, be wary of straining the allegory, but given the theological

45 Thid. 124.
46 Thid.
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language and the fact that Stephen’s essay is undoubtedly the model for this scene, a
consideration of faith in its religious sense is perhaps not too great a leap. Moteover, as is
demonstrated in Chapter Seven, blending the languages of love and religion was not an
unusual practice for Hardy.

Knight finds himself in a position where he must trust in that which, to him, is
unknown: this woman. It is here that Hardy depatted from the philosophy of Stephen’s ‘A
Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’. Stephen’s hero, before undertaking his dangerous leap to
safety, concludes that his situation is hopeless. The leap is not, like Knight’s, one fortified
by faith, but the action of a man who believes he has nothing to lose either way. Knight on
the other hand re-evaluates his principles. Having no alternative he puts his faith in Elftide.

By way of underlining the remarkable nature of Knight’s conversion, his salvation
is actually accomplished through the use of Elfride’s undetclothes:

Elfride had absolutely nothing between her and the weather but her
diaphanous exterior or ‘costume.’ The door had been made upon a woman’s
wit, and it had found its way out. Behind the bank, while Knight reclined upon
the dizzy slope waiting for death, she had taken off her whole clothing, and
replaced only her outer robe and skirt. Every thread of the remainder lay upon
the ground in the form of a woollen and cotton rope.”
The instant Knight is pulled to safety, ‘{mjoved by an impulse neither could resist, they ran
together and into each other’s arms.”* This is a surprisingly risqué gesture for one such as
Knight who has no experience of women and strict standards of propriety. The physical
contact and the use of Elfride’s underclothes go against his principles, emphasising the
extreme alterations in character that a moment of anxtety can initiate and echoing the
softening of Stephen’s protagonist’s principles mn ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’.

Throughout the novel, Elfride is depicted as close to or associated with God.

Stephen Smith’s lingering image of Elfride is of her playing the piano by candlelight, the

candle casting a glow that ‘forms the accidentally frizzled hair into a nebulous haze of light,

7 1hid. 127.
8 Ibid. 126.
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surrounding her crown like an aureola.”” When her father, the town rector, reads his
sermons in church, the words are Elfride’s. On her journey to Endelstow Church the
narrator hints at her omnipresence: she is ‘nowhere in particular, yet everywhere’.*® At the
close of the novel, after her death, she becomes an object of worship, so much so that
Smith and Knight effectively undertake a pilgrimage in her name.”* Of course, these
associations are predominantly ironic and some of them even comic, serving as evidence
more of masculine folly than of Elfride’s essential divinity. In Hardy’s delineation of
Elfride, it is apparent that the most noticeable thing about her is her indefinableness.
Though hers are the ‘Blue Eyes’ of the title and she is the focus of the tale, it is impossible
fully to understand or even see her:
Personally she was the combination of very interesting particulars, whose
rarity, however, lay in the combination itself rather than in the individual
elements combined. As a matter of fact you did not see the form and
substance of her features when conversing with her... One point in her,
however, you did notice: that was her eyes. In them was seen a sublimation of
all of her; it was not necessary to look further: there she lived... As to her
Presence; it was not powerful; it was weak.”
Elfride cannot be understood in and of herself; it is necessary to look at her disparate
attributes and how they are brought together in a strange fusion. Though, as we have seen,
Hardy may not have encountered Spencer’s First Principles by the time he wrote A Pair of
' Blue Eyes, Elfride’s fundamentally unfathomable nature parallels Spencer’s Unknowable,
again suggesting that Hardy was reaching similar conclusions in his thinking about
philosophy and metaphysics as did his agnostic contemporaries. Because she cannot be
definitively known Elfride is open to interpretation by her respective suitors—crudely put,
Smith sees heras a 1over, Knight as a virgin. These different interpretations echo Spencer’s

theory that seemingly diverse ways of understanding the world (that is, science and

theology) could in fact be traced back to a unitary centre, which he calls the Unknowable.

“ PBE 22.

50 PBE 30-1.

5! Chapter 38 of A Pair of Blue Eyes (PBE 345-63).
52 PBE 7.
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Elfride’s ‘Presence’, with significant capitalisation, is ‘weak’; she is not absent, but is also
not fully present, like the Unknowable.”

When Smith and Knight unwittingly accompany Elfride’s coffin, they overhear a
conversation between the two men charged with the task of reattaching its carriage to the
train after it has been mistakenly uncoupled:

‘The carriage is light enough,” said one in a grim tone. ‘Light as vanity; full o’
nothing.’
‘Nothing in size, but a good deal in signification,” said the other, a man of
brighter mind and manners.>
‘[Flull o’ nothing’, is the assumption of the first man, an apt judgment to pass upon Elfride
in light of the way in which her character has been construed by her two would-be ‘suitors.
Their worship of her has been based upon an image that they have themselves constructed.
Elfride is allowed little opportunity to assert her own character and 1s at the end of the
novel, therefore, ‘nothing’. The second man states that her carriage is a ‘good deal in
signification’, summing up the role that Elfride has played for her suitors—she has been
nothing more than a sign, a representation of their desires. In terms of religious allegory,
the worshipped object does not—or cannot—assert itself and make itself known. The
devotees cteate and impose a character upon it. In the poem, ‘A Plaint to Man’, discussed
in Chapter Seven, Hardy dramatised God’s own complaint about this very matter.”® The
criticism of the agnostics was that it was meaningless to worship an unknowable object, a
God whose character had been constructed only according to the beliefs of its followers.
Ultimately, Elftide is reduced to ‘nothing’—is this also the fate of the unknowable God?

Returned to secure ground, Knight’s faith in Elfride does not last. He discovers the
truth of her past (that she has had two other lovers) and rejects her as an unworthy object
for his devotion. He realises that he has not found his ideal: Elfride is tainted and

manifestly human. Just as Stephen’s hero finds that one cannot unwaveringly reject the

53 PBE 28.
5 PBE 358.
55 CP 266.
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possibility of a divine grace, or at least the comforts that such a belief may bring, Knight
learns that he must, for the first time in his life, rely on someone other than himself.
Stephen’s hero is saved by natural coincidence, and Knight (in his view) by a flawed
woman. Ultimately, while neither is required to alter radically his system of belief, they both
subtly modify the strenuousness of their former unbelief.

Written later in 1873 (and after .4 Pair of Blue Eyes), Stephen’s ‘An Apology for
Plainspeaking’ makes a fitting companion piece to Henry Knight’s crisis. In it Stephen
considers the emotional effects of a crisis of faith:

Many believers have described the tertible agony with which they had at one
period of their lives listened to the first whisperings of scepticism. The horror
with which they speak of the gulf after managing to struggle back to the tight
side is supposed to illustrate the cruelty of encouraging others to take the
plunge. That such suffetings ate at times very real and very acute, is
undeniable; and yet I imagine that few who have undergone them would have
missed the experience. I venture even to think that the recollection is one of
unmixed pain only in those cases in which the sufferer has a half-
consciousness that he has not escaped by legitimate means. If in his despair he
has clutched at a lie in order to extricate himself as quickly as possible and at
any price, it is no wonder that he looks back with a shudder.”
This passage—in which Stephen shows noticeably less tolerance towards the desperate
believer than in his 1872 essay—accurately desctibes Knight’s philosophical journey. As he
struggles to cling on to the cliff-face, he comes face to face with the fossil of an ancient and
lowly life-form and contemplates with horror the fact that his life has come to this
moment—his death is of no more consequence than this prehistoric organism.
Importantly, Knight’s observation of this fossil, which has been much discussed by critics,
puts his crisis of faith in the context of evolutionary theoty and its impact on religious

belief.”” Like the chastened sceptic of Stephen’s essay who escapes by illegitimate means,

Knight escaped (with the aid of Elfride’s undetclothes) only by a breach of his own

3 Leslie Stephen, ‘An Apology for Plainspeaking’, Essays on Freethinking and Plainspeaking (London: Longmans,
Green & Co., 1873), 326-62 (330-1).

37 See, for example, Gillian Beer, Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth-
Century Fiction (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983), especially 253-4; Peter W. L. Clough, ‘Hardy’s
Trilobite’, THJ, 4/2 (1988), 29-31; and Paul Ward, ¢ “A Pair of Blue Eyes” and the Descent of Man’, The
Thomas Hardy Year Book, 5 (1975), 47-55.
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ptinciples of purity and proptiety. Thus, when he further contemplates the object of his
new-found faith in love and in woman, Knight grows uncomfortable and restless until he
turns his back on Elfride and allegorically reverts to his former state of unbelief. His love,

or faith, 1s only revived once its object is dead and beyond the realm of human blemish—

when it has become profoundly unknowable.

THE RETURN OF THE NATIVE AND ‘AN AGNOSTIC’S APOLOGY’

Hardy’s summons to witness Stephen’s deed renunciatory of holy orders (described above
in Chapter One) took place in March 1875—that is, between the composition of F'ar fron
the Madding Crowd and The Hand of Ethelberta. Following this unusual ritual, the two men
talked late into the night about ‘theologies decayed and defunct, the origin of things, the
constitution of matter, the unreality of time and kindred subjects.”® Certainly, then, Hardy
was exposed to Stephen’s philosophy during the period in which he was writing for the
Cornbill. Indeed, we might surmise that Stephen’s choosing of Hardy to sign his deed of
renunciation indicates that in matters of theology there was some measure of sympathy
between the men.

As in the case of ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’ and .4 Pair of Blue Eyes, the time
between publication of Stephen’s ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’ and Hatdy’s The Return of the
Native is short—<An Agnostic’s Apology’ first appeared in the Fortnightly Review in June
1876 and Hardy began to write The Return of the Native in late 1876—but it is likely that
Hatdy read Stephen’s ‘Apology’ ptior to ot duting composition of the novel. Hardy was
certainly a teader of, if nota subscribet to, the Fortnightly Review in the mid-seventies:
Millgate notes that in this period Emma was assisting het husband with his notebooks and

made records from a vatiety of books, newspapers and magazines, including the ‘Sazurday

%8 Maitland, Leske Stephen, 263-4.
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Review, Spectator, and Fortnightly.> Given that the two men had enjoyed a professional
relationship for more than three years, it is also possible (though we can only speculate)
that Stephen offered Hardy the manuscript of his essay prior to its publication or that it
had been the topic of some informal discussion.

Hardy had completed only part of his new novel when, in February 1877, Stephen
expressed hesitancy about its suitability for the Cormbill. The philosophical concetns of
Stephen’s ‘Apology’ regarding free-will, the absence of a provable divine presence shaping
men’s fate, and unjust suffering are ptincipally echoed in the middle and later stages of the
novel, suggesting that the novel’s rejection by Stephen offered Hardy a chance to ruminate
more fully on Stephen’s philosophy than he was able to while his writing was subject to the
editor’s scrupulous eye. The melancholy tone of the novel—which I argue is greatly
mnfluenced by Stephen’s essay—does not become all-pervasive until the fourth book of six.

Stephen’s ‘Apology’ is a discursive piece and not a fictional narrative, so Hardy
could not have translated it easily into his novel even if that were his wish. The ideas of
Stephen’s later essay (mentioned above) are, however, cleatly woven into The Return of the
Native; yet, while these 1deas form the large concerns of the novel, Hardy chose not to treat
them in the way that his former editor had done. In 1877, well into the sixth book and
sixth year of his literary career and the professional link with his editor broken, Hardy had
achieved greater independence and confidence. It is only natural, then, that Hardy was less
susceptible to Stephen’s arguments and more willing to subject them to scrutiny, and his
treatment of ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’ is both less imitative and more critical than that he
gave to Stephen’s ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’ in 1872,

‘An Agnostic’s Apology’ is a lengthy defence of agnosticism that stresses the
inevitability of the agnostic standpoint. In contrast to the tolerance that Stephen’s hero
acquited throughout his ‘Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’ in 1872, ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’ is

surprisingly dogmatic 1 its insistence that agnosticism is the only logical approach to

% Millgate, A4 Biography, 189.
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matters of belief and metaphysics. Stephen begins by declaring the rarity of ‘Dogmatic

Atheism’ and states that agnosticism is ‘a fairly accurate appreciation of a form of creed
alteady common and daily spreading.’® He validates this argument by setting agnosticism
up as the antithesis of gnosticism, a term cleverly chosen to evoke the notion of the
heretical group known as the Gnostics, who claimed to have absolute knowledge of God.
The ‘Gnostics’ of Stephen’s treatise are not, though, the heretics of the early Church, but
nineteenth-century Christians. Stephen draws his reader’s attention to the ‘pain, folly, and
helplessness,. . .the jarring discords which run through the vast harmony of the universe’
causing the individual to question his faith in God.® He scathingly rebukes the Church for
attempting to justify human suffering by asserting the existence of God as the omniscient
‘harmony’ behind our temporary pain. He describes Christianity’s reassuting optimism as
the ‘bitterest of mockeries’, arguing that man is obliged to adapt his life to cope with his
predicament, and that the fact is that religious words of comfort are now known to be
unverifiable.”

Stephen’s argument is emotive, polemical and somewhat tendendous in parts. He
seeks to demonstrate that every system of belief or philosophy leads logically to
agnosticism. The orthodox, the deist, the pantheist, even the atheist: none of these can
provide an argument to convince the agnostic that he is in errot. Stephen’s primaty
concern in this essay is the problem of evil and undeserved suffering. Theology provides
many answers to justify the existence of pain in the wotld, but no religion, he argues, can
provide an answer that would satisfy or refute the claims of the pessimist or the agnostic:

Theology, if logical, leads straight to Pantheism. The Infinite God 1s
everything. All things are bound together as cause and effect. God, the first
cause, is the cause of all effects down to the most remote. In one form or
other, that is the conclusion to which all theology approximates as it is pushed
to its legitimate result... A Pantheist is, as a rule, one who looks upon the

universe through his feelings instead of his reason, and who regards it with
love because his habitual frame of mind is amiable. But he has no logical

%0 Stephen, ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’, 1.
* Ibid. 2.
*1bid. 3.
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argument as against the Pessimist, who regards it with dread unqualified by

love, or the Agnostic, who finds it impossible to regard it with any but a

coloutless emotion.”
Stephen’s charge of illogicality against the pantheist might be more accurately levelled
against himself. The first stage of his argument—the sweeping statement that theology
leads to pantheism—cites no suppotting evidence or argument and fails to address
inconvenient countet-arguments. Stephen’s bald statement that the pantheist’s ‘habitual
frame of mind is amiable’ ironically undermines his appeal to logic: it is a loose and
subjective charactetisation rather than an empirical fact. Indeed, this is a remarkable
dismissal of the complex systems of theology of which Stephen appears to speak so
authoritatively throughout his ‘Apology’.**

As in ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’, Stephen chooses the word ‘colourless’ to
express the emotions of the agnostic. Stephen’s interpretation of agnosticism (by no means
a standard one) falls into the trap subsequently described by Frederic Harrison when he
condemned agnosticism as a system without any hope of survival: ‘negative’, ‘sterile’,
‘immoral’, ‘isolated’, ‘destroy[ing]’ and ‘paralys[ing]’.®® Harrison’s Positivism sought to
replace God with a belief in humanity, giving meaning to life and bringing back its ‘colour’,
to use Stephen’s analogy.

Stephen explains that free-will is too often blamed for all immorality and this leads
to the pessimist’s (and, we may assume, the agnostic’s) difficulty in accepting, and
consequently worshipping, an absentee creator, 2 God who created Nature and man and
then sat back and allowed His creations to run amok. Stephen goes on to argue that the

resulting depravity, ‘the sight of which leads some of us to Atheism, some to blank despair,

and some to epicurean indifference’, is—if one accepts the concept of free-will—an

*Ibid. 15-17.

* A deist, for instance, would argue against the pantheist that God 1s not immanent but transcends the
universe he created.

6 Harrison, “The Future of Agnosticism’, 143-56.
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>66

unfortunate ‘accident.”® Having presented this scenario as a criticism of theologians,

Stephen then offers agnosticism to his rivals as a solution to their dilemma. Stephen
suggests that it is possible that God might have been able to predict the results of man’s
ostensibly erratic free-will, but that human beings cannot hope to understand this
omniscience, which Stephen describes as a ‘facult[y] inconceivable to finite minds’.”” This,
he argues, ‘is Agnosticism in the highest degree’.68 The argument is somewhat sophistic,
since it replaces the usual unknowability of God’s existence with the unfathomability of a
particular desctiption of God.

Stephen contemplates the injustice of earthly suffering—“Why do the good so
often suffer, and the evil so often flourish?”’—and questions the ‘moral poison’ infecting
childten today.” Presenting the arguments of the determinist and the anti-determinist, he
scornfully suggests that the victims of this injustice may eventually be rewarded with some
‘unknowable compensation’ in the afterlife.”” He argues that believers in divine justice need,
therefore, to fall back on unknowability, the fundamental principle of agnosticism, to help
them to comes to terms with a cruel world. ‘Justice’, he insists, ‘is not to be found in the
visible arrangements of the universe’ (emphasis added): agnosticism is, then, inescapable,
even for theists.”

Finally, Stephen develops his argument to illustrate the inevitability of pessimism:

There is a deep sadness in the world. Turn and twist the thought as you may,

there is no escape. Optimism would be soothing if it were possible; in fact, it is
impossible, and therefore a constant mockery; and of all dogmas that ever were
invented, that which has least vitality is the dogma that whatever is, is right...

When some random blow out of the dark crushes the pillars round which out
life has been entwined as recklessly as a boy sweeps away a cobweb, when at a
single step we plunge through the flimsy crust of happiness into the deep gulfs
beneath, we are tempted to turn to Pessimism. Who shall decide, and how? Of

all questions that can be asked, the most important is sutely this: Is the tangled
web of this wotld composed chiefly of happiness or of misery? And of all

% Stephen, ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’, 19, 24.
57 Ihid. 19.
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questions that can be asked, it is sutely the most unanswerable. For in no other
problem is the difficulty of discarding the illusions arising from our own
experience, of eliminating “the personal error” and gaining an outside
standing-point, so hopeless.72
Stephen’s pessimism is rooted in the hopelessness of finding a satisfactory solution to life’s
mysteties. Agnosticism is the necessary condition of man who can know ‘nothing of the
Infinite and Absolute’.” He cannot know that his suffering will be rewarded, or that his
petsecutors will be punished. Indeed, all that is certain is his misery. He concludes his essay
by rebuking those who would deny the logic of agnosticism, drawing attention to theit
hypoctisy because, however they hide it in their public lives, privately every man 1s
necessatily agnostic and must accept the obvious truth that ‘the ancient secret 1s a secret
still’.”

Stephen’s conclusions in this essay are inflexible. He insists that there is no escape
from agnosticism and that, eventually, it will be acknowledged as the only rational position.
In contrast with the relative tolerance gained by the hero in ‘A Bad Five Minutes in the
Alps’, here we witness the unbending Stephen that his biographers and his daughter allude
to in their writing. Stefan Collini argues in Po/itical Moralists that Stephen embodied ‘the
cultivation of all that is masculine and the expulsion of all that is effeminate, un-English,
and excessively intellectual’ in English thought.” He is dogmatically rationalist here. The
harrowing moment of crisis over, Stephen reverts to his former intolerance. There is no
need for feminine uncertainty—the facts are there in black and white to be accepted. Only
a fool would give any further thought to the matter. Agnosticism is the only option and
that is the end of the story.

The agnosticism Stephen advocated in 1876 had grown from its eatlier incafnation

as a rational conviction of the unknowability of God and undecidability of First Causes,

72 Tbid. 33-5.

7 Ibid. 38.

7 Ibid.

7 Collind, Public Moralists, 188-9. These are the ‘constitutive qualities of “muscular Christianity” ’, as given in
David Newsome, Godliness and Good Learning: Fonr Studies on a Victorian 1deal (L.ondon: John Murray, 1961),
216.
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and incorporated not only the epistemological conclusion but also the further conclusion
that belief without proof (that is, faith) is not sufficiently nourishing. He thus went beyond
describing what can be known to prescribing agnosticism as the most satisfying position
for life. The allying of agnosticism with pessimism shows Stephen’s recognition of an
unpalatable attitude to be taken and leaves the teader in no doubt as to Stephen’s own
stance. Stephen, at least by the time of ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’, had chosen logical
uncertainty over optimism and hope, knowing that the price he paid for his choice was lack
of ‘colour’ in his spititual life.

The Return of the Native demonstrates both Hardy’s increasingly critical response to
his former editor’s philosophy (particulatly in ‘An Agnostic’s Apology’) and a burgeoning
independence with regards to his own approach to metaphysical questions. While for
Stephen agnosticism was the necessaty response to all questions concerning theology or
philosophy, Hardy approached the matter from the opposite end: agnosticism is not the
point to which all systems can be reduced, it is the point from which to begin, a declaration
of the freedom to contemplate and experiment. Hardy saw the basic irony of Stephen’s
approach to agnosticism, that in declaring its superiority over all other systems, agnosticism
itself becomes a system, a dogma (and not a very satisfying one at that). By discrediting all
other philosophies and theologies, Stephen claimed a level of absolute certainty—albeit
negative certainty. Hardy, with a purer approach to agnosticism than that of his former
editor, did not feel the need to disprove or discount any theory. For Hardy, matters of
religion were not straightforward. In many ways, with The Return of the Native, the writer
presented his readers with the novelistic equivalent of Stephen’s ‘Apology’. Hardy picked
up the threads of concern from the essay and, like his former editor, examined various
(although less formalised) philosophical approaches to the existence of pain and the
question of metaphysics. Using the drama of the novel to illustrate the problem of how an
omniscient and benign God could permit unjustified suffering, he egamined the diverse

responses to it through the emotions and expetiences of its characters. Unjustified
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suffeting was only too appatent to Hardy, but could not be as easily dismissed as his
former editor held. In his ‘Apology’ Stephen listed his grudges against the design of the
universe then gleefully uses their inexplicability as proof of the logicality of agnosticism and
the irrationality and unsatisfactoriness of other belief systems. Hardy’s approach was less
deductive than that of Stephen. No system of belief—religious, pagan or secular—1s
dismissed in The Return of the Native. Each is explored, but none is rejected with the easy
offhandness of Stephen. For Hardy, it was the natural world and not a particular system (or
systems) of belief, that was flawed. Irrespective of one’s philosophical or theological
approach, suffering is guaranteed.

Egdon Heath, the expansive yet peculiatly claustrophobic setting of the novel,
accommodates many metaphysical systems. Its inhabitants are vaguely aware that
something controls their destiny, but they struggle to name it and are reluctant to trust it.
Humphtey, one of the heathfolk, declares that there is no point in attending church on a
Sunday because ‘ ’tis such a mortal poot chance that you'll be chose for up above, when so
many bain’t...’,and, at the start of the novel, when the heathfolk light their bonfires, the
reader is offered many alternative justifications for the ceremony:

Festival fires to Thor and Woden had followed on the same ground and duly
had their day. Indeed, it is pretty well known that such blazes as this the
heathmen were now enjoying are rather the lineal descendents from jumbled
Druidical rites and Saxon ceremonies than the invention of popular feeling
about Gunpowder Plot.
Moreover to light a fire is the instinctive and resistant act of man when, at
the winter ingtess, the curfew is sounded throughout Nature. It indicates a
spontaneous, Promethean rebelliousness against the fiat that this recurrent
season shall bring foul times, cold darkness, misety and death. Black chaos
comes, and the fettered gods of the earth say, Let there be light.”
Hardy used Egdon’s inhabitants to explore theology, humanism, paganism and superstition
as alternative systems of belief: this description moves from Norse gods, through Druidical

rites and Saxon ceremonies, to the conflict between Protestant and Catholic churches (that

is, the ‘Gunpowder Plot’), then from the laws of Nature, through Greek mythology and

® RN 28, 25.
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concludes with words from Genesis. The systems ate themselves jumbled’ and, while they
may have been influenced by the tites and ceremonies, they do not appear to have evolved
in any direct sense, despite the narrator’s claims to their ‘lineal descen[t]: indeed, ‘[b]lack
chaos’ seems the most appropriate description of this metaphysical jumble. No system of
belief is given precedence and none is dismissed outright. Occurring in the eatly chapters
of the novel, this passage would have been a part of the manuscript sent to Stephen with
the hopes that, like its two predecessots, it would be published in the Cormbill. Yet Hardy
was not tisking much at this stage: the scene takes place before the introduction of any of
the principal characters and describes the actions of the seemingly simple-minded
heathfolk, which makes any initial challenge to Stephen’s ‘Apology’ here relatively trivial.
More significant challenges are made from Book Third onwards, with the

introduction of the main protagonists, particularly Eustacia and Clym. The third book and
the fifth instalment of the setial begin at the same point and, therefore, would almost
certainly not have been included in the manusctipt sent to Stephen.”” Eustacia is educated
and thoughtful, and yet she, like her fellow heath-dwellers, is unable to pinpomnt the cause
of her suffering. She is sure that there is something guiding the course of her life and that,
whatever that thing is, it is malign and unjust. She bewails her undeserved lot, but is unable
to give a name to its cause: indeed, Fustacia’s anger is directed towards many different
supposed causes. In discussing her views on Clym’s philanthropic ambitions, Eustacia
declates of ‘Nature’ that she ‘hate[s] her already.”” Later, after Clym discovers that she
(inadvettently) refused his dying mother admission to their home, she passionately directs
het condemnation at an array of differing—indeed mncompatible—forces:

‘How I have tried and tried to be a splendid woman, and how destiny has been

against me!...I do not deserve my lot!” she cried in a frenzy of bitter revolt. ‘O,

the cruelty of putting me into this ill-conceived world! I was capable of much;
but I have been injured and blighted and crushed by things beyond my control!

7 See Millgate, A4 Biography, 187-8.
B RN 187.
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O, how hatd it is of Heaven to devise such tortures for me, who have done no

harm to Heaven at alll’”
In a few lines, FEustacia blames both ‘destiny’ and ‘Heaven’, implies that she has a pre-
determined ‘lot’, describes the world as ‘ill-conceived’ (implying that there is 2 conceiver
behind it all), and finds herself unable to name her perseéutors, designating them simply
‘things beyond [her] control’. Her complaint voices a philosophical confusion that is
echoed throughout the novel. There is a general sense that someone must be blamed for
suffering, but perplexity as to who or what the object of complaint should be. In Stephen’s
‘Apology’ the object was God and, with this established, he embarked on a reductionist
ctiticistn, seeking to oust theology with logic, and insisting upon the necessity of
agnosticism. Hardy avoided binding himself to the first premise of Stephen’s argument
against theology—that if God gave us free-will then He is responsible for its
consequences—offering instead a vatiety of metaphysical explanations, none of which
appeat to be dependent on a monotheistic divinity.

As if to provide an answer to the questions raised by Eustacia’s lament, the
narrative immediately shifts to describe Susan Nunsuch’s sinister pagan ritual that is
intended to bring harm—or death—to Eustacia. Susan, unlike her fellow protagonists, 1s
sure of the source of her suffering (or more precisely that of her children), believing it to be
Eustacia’s witchcraft. The animosity Susan feels towards Eustacia is evident from the very
early stages of the novel. During one of Eustacia’s rare visits to church she is made, as
Clym later rematks, a ‘romantic martyt to supetstition” when Susan stabs her with a
stocking needle ‘so as to draw her blood and put an end to the bewitching of [her]
children’.* Eustacia’s lament takes place within sight of Susan’s cottage in which one of her
children moans in pain. Sure that ‘Eustacia’s propinquity’ is the cause of her child’s illness,

Susan models a wax representation of her enemy and stabs it all over with pins before

™ RN 345-6.
80 RN 181, 178.



97

melting it over the fire*' While catrying out this ‘ghastly invention of superstition,
calculated to bring powetlessness, atrophy, and annihilation on any human being against
whom it was directed’, she murmurs the Lord’s Prayer backwards while flame ‘curl[s] 1ts
tongue’ around the effigy and slowly devours it.* Within a few pages, Eustacia falls (or
jumps) into the swollen river and dies.

The narrative pulls the reader in several directions in its attempt to find a solution
to the mystety of the unjust suffering of both Eustacia and Susan Nunsuch’s sick child.
Eustacia’s proximity to the cottage at the very moment Susan’s child complains of 1llness
provides the reproachful mother with an explanation for his suffering. Then, by
juxtaposing Susan’s pagan ritual with Eustacia’s confusion about the ‘things’ that conspire
to injure, blight and crush her, the reader is invited to contemplate whether in fact
paganism might provide an answer. A relatively large amount of narrative space is offered
to Susan’s suspicions and to the ritual she practices. Hardy, though, avoided passing
judgment on the validity of her primitive superstition; it is neither endorsed nor dismissed.
At the time Eustacia dies, many possibilities have been suggested regarding the agent of her
demise: ‘Nature’ (the weather) is unforgiving; Susan has performed her strange ritual;
Fustacia has already contemplated taking her own life; and we have been exposed to her
complaints against ‘destiny’, ‘Heaven’ and the ‘ill-conceived wortld.” All that the narrative
makes clear is that there is 2 human need to think in terms of an agency guiding the
misfortune, but whether that agency is natural, supernatural or simply human is open to
speculation.

Towards the end of the novel, Clym reflects on the adversity he has faced, and
speculates on-the nature of the agent of his suffering:

He did sometimes think he had been ill-used by fortune, so far as to say that to
be born is a palpable dilemma, and that instead of men aiming to advance in

life with gloty they should calculate how to retreat out of it without shame. But
that he and his had been sarcastically and pitilessly handled in having such

81 RN 346.
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irons thrust into their souls he did not maintain long. It 1s usually so, except

with the sternest of men. Human beings, in their generous endeavour to

construct a hypothesis that shall not degrade a First Cause, have always

hesitated to conceive a dominant powet of lower moral quality than their own;

and, even while they sit down and weep by the waters of Babylon, invent

excuses for the oppression which prompts their tears.”
Clym’s thoughts initially show a similar pattern of confusion to Fustacia’s, and, indeed, to
that illustrated throughout the novel. He too is unable to attach a name to the guiding force
he imagines in the universe, calling it variously ‘fortune’, a ‘First Cause’, and a ‘dominant
power’ and conceiving of it as an agent of ‘oppression.” At times he is pessimistic, thinking
that the nameless force is malign and has been purposefully ‘ill-us[ing]” both him and his
loved ones. But he cannot ‘maintain’ this position. His darker moments clearly retrace the
same argumentative ground as Stephen in his ‘Apology’ and are reminiscent of the rational
pessimism Stephen had expressed; but the narrator quickly tells us that this 1s not a
sustainable position, ‘except with the sternest of men’. Clym’s generosity of mind is, Hardy
asserts, the common tendency of human nature: it is intolerable to reject the idea of
causality entitely, ot to believe that the First Cause would be a malign force ‘sarcastically
and pitilessly’ toying with his creations. Perhaps Hardy was levelling a criticism at his
former editor with his reference to the ‘sternest of men’. While the narrative voice does not
affirm or deny Clym’s magnanimity towards the First Cause (indeed, the tone used to
desctibe the human beings’ ‘generous. .. hypothesis’ is rather more ironic than sincere,
phrased in such a way as to appear to comment on the habits of a species from which the
voice stands somewhat apart), it does suggest that the inflexible position of the ‘sternest of
mén’ though it may be logical, is not, in practice, feasible.

Clym is the eatliest example of Hérdy’s agnostic hero, a figure that re-emerges in

later novels in increasingly distinct forms in the charactets of Edred Fitzpiers, Angel Clare

and, more complicatedly, Jude Fawley. Like these characters, Clym is The Return of the

Native’s main representative of reason, and ptobably the only character in the novel with
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whom Leslie Stephen would have had even marginal sympathy. Clym is a modern man: an
intellectual in training, an ‘artist and scholat’, wotldly (at least in compatison with his fellow
protagonists) and, to a degree, ambitious.* He is (famously) introduced to the reader as
having a face in which ‘could be dimly seen the typical countenance of the future.”®

The observer’s eye was arrested, not by his face as a picture, but by his face as

a page; not by what it was, but by what it recorded. His features were attractive

in the light of symbols, as sounds intrinsically common become atttactlve 1n

language, and as shapes intrinsically simple become interesting in writing.*
This description of Clym is decidedly philosophical, using abstract images and language
that link him to a more contemplative and intellectual world than his fellow heathfolk.
Despite this, he is presented as an integral patt of Egdon Heath: ‘Clym had been so
inwoven with the heath in his boyhood that hardly anybody could look upon it without
thinking of him.”*’ His plan to stay on the heath and start a school reveals him as man
animated by learning and the pursuit of knowledge, and he justifies his proposal by drawing
attention to the ‘effeminate’ nature of his former occupation as a diamond trader.*® Thus
far, Clym is not dissimilar to the rational and fiercely masculine Stephen. However, his
project, which he describes as a ‘rational occupation’, is nothing but a dream.” Having
returned from Paris steeped in the city’s intellectualism, Clym fails to note that the heath 1s
not ready to be advanced in the way that he desires. “The rural world’, the natrrator explains,
‘was not tipe for him. A man should be only partially before his time: to be completely to
the vanward in aspirations is fatal to fame.”

For all his modernity, Clym is hopelessly romantic, showing himself susceptible to

Eustacia, although he refuses to succumb to her pleas to abandon his goal and the heath.

He insists that he will not putsue an irrational occupation based on vanity, but the goal he
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chooses to pursue in its place is hardly less ephemeral. It is no coincidence that his Parisian
occupation was trading diamonds, one of the hardest materials on earth, and that he
exchanges this for an intangible ideal, education. He admits that his idea is not to improve
the economic well-being of his students, but to open their minds.

Ultimately, Clym’s dream is defeated not by the reluctance of his students, but by
his own human frailty. Studying to prepare himself to catry out this grand plan, Clym
overstrains his eyes and is reduced to working as a furze-cutter. He is absorbed into the
heath by his new trade, no longer an individual, barely even a human being:

This man from Paris was now so disguised by his leather accoutrements, and
by the goggles he was obliged to wear over his eyes, that his closest friend
might have passed by without recognising him. He was a brown spot in the
midst of an expanse of olive-green gorse, and nothing more... His daily life
was of a curious microscopic sott, his whole world being limited to a circuit of
a few feet from his person. His familiars were creeping and winged things, and
they seemed to enroll him in theit band. .. The monotony of his occupation
soothed him, and was in itself a pleasure. A forced limitation of effort offered a
justification of homely courses to an unambitious man, whose conscience
would hardly have allowed him to remain in such obscurity while his powers
were unimpeded.”
Through his physical blindness, Clym is symbolically forced to close his eyes to the purely
intellectual world in which he has been hitherto immersed. Without the means by which to
study, he becomes less than a man and sinks mnto his sutroundings almost without question
or regret. His thoughts are not bitter and, in fact, he i1s content with his lot. There 1s, for
Clym now, gteater tranquillity in ignorance than in the unrelenting pursuit of knowledge
and truth, and in this Hardy revealed a tolerance for the man who chooses not to inquire
strenuously into causes of things. Again, Hardy showed a greater understanding of human
nature than did his former editotr. He did not deny that there 1s a logical path to be taken

and that knowledge could be putsued to its limits, but made a case for deliberately

choosing not to follow that path, it is mote ‘sooth[ing]’—but also more pleasurable—for a
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man to accept his lot and to turn his back on the search for answers to the world’s great
mysteries.

Caught between strenuous rationality and ‘homely’ acceptance, between the
mindsets of the city and the country, between the demands of philosophy and the humane
and pleasurable attractions of art Hardy depicted, in Clym, his own dilemma. For Stephen,
the intellect was paramount, and it was a priotity with him to pursue philosophy to its
logical conclusion, as he saw it, in agnosticism. His upbtinging was unequivocally
religious—his family were devoted Chtistians and the young Stephen was, according to
Noel Gilroy Annan, ‘no exception.”” He was elected to a fellowship at Trinity Hall,
Cambridge for which he was first required to take Holy Orders and he did this willingly
enough. When Stephen decided to turn his back on Christianity, he had only to consider
the rights and wrongs of a single system. Once it was determined that this system had
inherent flaws, it was a relatively simple step to reject it altogether. He was well-financed,
so could afford to voice his controversial opinions in the appropriate monthly periodicals
without fear that he may end up destitute by defying public taste. Hardy, on the other hand,
was from a poor rural family whose religious sentiments were not dissimilat to those of the
rural characters m his novels (although perhaps not extending as far as the superstitious
practices of Susan Nunsuch). His education was delayed due to ill health until the age of
eight and he was almost entirely self-educated in languages and the classics. Disavowing the
very different systems of belief that had informed him throughout his intellectual
development was a far more complicated task than that facing Stephen and it was this that
led Hardy to the mote tolerant relativist approach to philosophy.

This tolerance is expressed in the characters’ responses to imminent death: Mrs.
Yeobright sits on the path and contemplates the natural world about her, the simple and

predictable movements of her surroundings soothing her mind:

72 Annan, Leslie Stephen, 13-14.
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In front of her a colony of ants had established a thoroughfare across the way,
whete they toiled a never-ending and heavy-laden throng... She remembered
that this bustle of ants had been in progress for years at the same spot —
doubtless those of the old times were the ancestors of these which walked
there now. She leant back to obtain mote thorough rest, and the soft eastern
portion of the sky was as great a relief to her eyes as the thyme was to her
head. While she looked 2 heron rose on that side of the sky and flew on with
his face towatds the sun... Up in the zenith where he was seemed a free and
happy place, away from all contact with the earthly ball to which she was
pinioned; and she wished that she could arise uncrushed from its surface and
fly as he flew then.
But, being a mother, it was inevitable that she should soon cease to ruminate
upon her own condition. Had the track of her next thought been marked by a
streak in the air, like the path of a meteot, 1t would have shown a direction
contrary to the heron’s, and have descended eastward upon the roof of Clym’s
house.”
As she sits for the last ime, Mrs. Yeobright begins to be absorbed into her surroundings.
Her senses calmed by the heath, she reflects on the historical continuity of the natural
world, and we see that there is little difference between these generations of insignificant
bustling insects and the humans who inhabit the heath along with them. Her thoughts then
go to her son, and through the juxtaposition of her memory of Clym with the image of the
ants, the reader remembers that he is nothing more than the next in line in an endless
history. These thoughts echo those voiced by Stephen’s hero as he clings to the ledge in ‘A
Bad Five Minutes in the Alps’ and understands that his life is insignificant apart from that
which he has added to the continuing race, and by Henry Knight who realises that his life is
no mote not less important than that of the fossil that stares at him as he holds on to the
Cliff Without a Name. The two men, both rational thinkers, resist the idea that their lives
have amounted to such insignificance, but Mrs. Yeobright is calm; she, it seems, finds some
measure of solace in the idea that the natural world will continue regardless as she waits to
be absotbed back into it. But, even here, Hardy invited further speculation on the
mysterious universe. Mrs. Yeobright thinks of herself as ‘pinioned’ and yearns to fly

‘ancrushed’ from the world, suggesting that, despite her acceptance of Nature’s

heedlessness of individual life and her lack of sustained intetest in theotising, she retains a
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petception that there is an active force in the world that has been the cause of her
suffering. That force is Nature and the ‘earthly ball’ to which she is ‘pinioned’ is a remark
not simply about the world itself but about her deteriorating, frail, old body from which
she wishes to ‘arise uncrushed’.

The cause of suffering for Mrs. Yeobright is (implicitly) the condition of being on
earth. Considering the novel as an imagined earth, it might be argued that the author is its
First Cause and, if that is the case, then it is clear that the fate of the characters is
inescapable; while they apparently have choices, it is the author who will determine the
outcome. Given the privileged position of authotial vision, but without the author’s ability
to intervene and alter the course of destiny, the reader is forced to watch helplessly as the
plot takes its victims from disaster to disaster, and trusts that in the end a resolution will be
found. Gillian Beer points out that |

In the Return of the Native Hardy grippingly combines and satirises many of the
extended hopes that people reading invest in fiction. Fiction seems to offer a
teleological future, m which hidden plans will declare themselves and all that is
jostled and awry will prove to have been held within the cognisance of the
great (or even the lesser) author.”
Inevitably God-like, it is almost impossible for the author to be ‘not-knowing’ in his
fiction, even if he has not planned the shape the novel’s events will take in any definite
form before writing. The fact that he controls the pen threatens to confound Hardy’s
desire to remain aloof from his fiction—acting as the recorder of impressions, rather than
the devisor of plans. The footnote to the end of the third chapter of Book Sixth goes some
way towards revealing that Hardy was not in absolute control of the plot. In it he wrote
that his otiginal intention was to have ended on a2 more tragic note. In the original

conception of the plot, there was no marriage between Venn and Thomasin; Venn was to

disappear back into the heath and Thomasin remained a widow. But ‘certain circumstances

% Gillian Beer, ‘The Reader’s Wager: Lots, Sorts and Futures’, F. W. Bateson Memorial Lecture, Oxford, 14
Feb. 1990, Essays in Criticism, 40 (1990), 99-123 (118).
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of serial publication’ meant that Hardy was unable to carry out his plan.” This footnote
setves to remind us that there are other forces than him alone shaping the novel— public
opinion and the editor of the serial.”® Hardy was, in other words, not in absolute control of
his fiction. Drawing our attention to this fact, to some extent, assisted him in maintaining
openness on the question of causality that characterises his narrative throughout.

But the most effective way in which Hardy achieved this openness was through his
constant refusal to advocate or criticise any system of theology, philosophy ot superstition.
Throwing an array of explanations and beliefs into his fiction, and making a great mixture
of religion, philosophy, history and folklore, he then underwrote no one system of
explanation. If he could not escape the fact of his authotial power, he could nevertheless
disavow his responsibility to play the philosopher.

At the end of the novel, Clym gives up his ambition to run a school and becomes
instead an ‘itinerant open-air preacher and lecturer on morally unimpeachable subjects’.”’
The style and content of his speaking have much in common with Hardy’s own system of
writing:

He stated that his discourses to people wete to be sometimes seculat, and
sometimes religious, but never dogmatic; and that his texts would be taken
from all kinds of books. .. He kft alone creeds and systems of philesophy, finding
enough and more than enough to occupy his tongue in the opinions and
actions common to all good men. Some believed him, and some believed not;
some said that his words were commonplace, others complained of his want of
theological doctrine; while others again remarked that it was well enough for a
man to take to preaching who could not see to do anything else. But
everywhere he was kindly received, for the story of his life had become
generally known.” (emphasis added)

Never wandering further than the Wessex border, Clym is at once restrained by geography

and committed to the obligation he feels to promote a moral subject, free to roam and to

%> RN 387. In 1880, Hazrdy altered the ending of the forthcoming first edition of The Trumpet-Major, which had
been serialised in Good Works, ‘effect[ing] a profound change of mood by explicitly forecasting the trampet-
major’s death’. See Millgate, .4 Bzggraphy, 210.

% In this case, M. E. Braddon was the editor of Be/gravia, on behalf of Chatto and Windus, though American
serialisation was running concurrently in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine. Both contain the happier ending,
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ruminate within those boundaries. He chooses his subject matter, gives no indication of his
own beliefs, and is non-dogmatic, not expecting or asking his audience to accept his
conclusions. With Clym, Hardy provides the first conscious representation of his ‘non’-
philosophy in a novel, an embodiment of his non-dogmatic ‘series of seemings’. In The

Return of the Native the move to this philosophy is the conclusion of the novel and the end

of Clym’s suffering—a doctrineless humanism reached through his trials.
Perhaps as an ironic gesture to Stephen’s ‘Apology’ (but more likely because Hardy

was conscious of his predominantly Anglican audience), Clym’s final words are taken from

the Bible:

“And the king rose up to meet her, and bowed himself unto her, and sat down

on his throne, and caused a seat to be set for the king’s mother; and she sat on

his right hand. Then she said, I desire one small petition of thee; I pray thee say

me not nay. And the king said unto her, Ask on, my mother; for I will not say

thee nay.””
It is fitting that Clym’s history, as recorded in the novel, should end with this piece in
which Solomon agrees to grant his mother her ‘one small petition’. In fact, Solomon
ultimately denies her request and has his brother, for whom she was interceding, killed.
There are, of course, links between Clym’s guilt at his mother’s death and the story he here
tells. But the significance of this story is the appeal to the emotions as opposed to reason.
Solomon agreed to grant his mother’s petition based on his emotional attachment to her.
Even the wisest of men, it seems, must finally bow down to emotion: reason is simply not
enough.

Hardy made no claim for Clym’s success in his career as a preacher—his audience

receives him ‘kindly’ on account of his tragic history not for what he says. At the close of
the novel, Clym has not found happiness, but he has found the nearest thing possible in

Hardy’s blighted universe: the peace that can only be achieved by flexibility and tolerance

of view. In later novels (notably Jude the Obscure), Hardy decided that this non-commitment

* RN 396. Clym quotes from I Kings 21: 19-20.
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was itself problematic and could be the cause rather than the reward of suffering. But for

now he was almost optimistic about the opportunities of agnosticism.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE MAYOR OF CASTERBRIDGEAND THE WOODLANDERS: THE PARADOX OF

DETACHMENT

By the end of the 1870s, agnosticism had teached the peak of its Victorian intellectual
development. Many of its key figures (notably, Leslie Stephen, Herbert Spencer, W. K.
Clifford and John Tyndall) had made their principal contributions to the canon of agnostic
wiiting either during the 1870s or eatlier.! The 1880s proved a struggle for the agnostics as
a group (in so far as they can be termed one).” The first death among their number
occutred in 1879 when W. K. Clifford died of consumption at the age of 34. In 1880 the
Metaphysical Society stopped meeting. The Agnostic Annunal announced in 1885 that an
attempt was being made to found an agnostic temple. Bernard Lightman suggests that the
temple was an effort to make agnosticism ‘respectable’ by ‘pattern|ing it] after the familiar
forms of Chtistian institutions’
THE AGNOSTIC TEMPLE
The first attempt at organisation on avowedly Agnostic principles 1s about to
be made in the South of London, where several gentlemen are endeavouring to
establish what they purpose calling THE AGNOSTIC TEMPLE. The object of the
organisation will be to disseminate a knowledge of the teachings of
Agnosticism by the distribution of literature, the holding of meetings, etc. It 1s
hoped that shortly premises will be engaged where regular meetings may be
held, the programme to consist of music, readings, and a short address. Friends
who are willing to assist in furthering the proposed movement, pecuniarily or
otherwise, are invited to communicate with Mr. Charles A. Watts, 17,
Johnson’s Coutrt, Fleet Street, London, E.C.#
This proposal anticipated later criticism, most notably expressed by Frederic Harrison, that

although agnosticism was rationally cohetent, it was destined to fail because it did not

teplace that which it took away. The Agnostic Temple sought to offer agnostics the

l Stephen’s Essays on Free-thinking and Plainspeaking was published in 1873, followed by his ‘Agnostic’s
Apology’ in 1876; in 1874, Tyndall gave his ‘Belfast Address’; Clifford’s Lectures and Essays were gathered
throughout the decade by Leslie Stephen and Frederick Pollock and finally published in 1879.

? See my Introduction for fuller discussion of this point.

> Lightman, Origins of Agnosticism, 116.

* Anon., “The Agnostic Temple’, The Agnostic Annual, ed. Chatles A. Watts, (1885), 54. In 1908 The Agnostic
Annual and Ethical Review (as The Agnostic Annual was officially named by then) became The Rationalist Press
Association Annual and Ethical Review.
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advantages of a church or other organised society, and give them the opportunity to be
more actively agnostic. Agnosticism was, for some, too abstract, too easily reducible to
nothing more than a stance of rational scepticism, ignoring the common human need for
an object, and a formal system, of belief.

By 1889 many of the otiginal agnostic thinkers were growing too old or too ill to
defend it effectively and as a result agnosticism, as defined in its first serious manifestation,
began a slow decline that approached virtual annihilation when the last of theit number,
Leslie Stephen, died in 1904.5 Though Huxley’s most direct contribution to agnosticism
(other than the coining of the word) did not appear until 1889, both Bernard Lightman and
D. W. Dockrill assert that the contribution probably came too late, both with regard to
Huxley’s attempt to reclaim agnosticism and to salvaging its place in setious intellectual
debate.’ In the mid-1880s, however, agnosticism was, if not widely populaz, at least well-
known in English culture. The fervour and creativity of its advocates in the previous
decade had brought agnostic thought to the attention of middle-class intellectuals and it
enjoyed a prominent place i philosophical and theological debate until the end of the
decade. By this time, Hardy was a firmly established voice in literature. He had published
nine novels—over half of the total number he would write. From the mid-1880s, Hardy
became less bluntly experimental in his use of genres and his writing from this period
onwards is generally acknowledged to be of a more consistently high quality than his earlier
works.” As a mature and successful author he was able to be more independent than before
and the novels of this period show an increasing disregard for social niceties and the
censoriousness of some publishers. As Peter Easingwood remarks, Hardy ‘had reached a
position to reflect on his allegiance to middle-class, professional codes of conduct and,

specifically, on his function as a novelist. From now on his writing increasingly defined

> For a fuller account of the decline of agnosticism, see Lightman, Origins of Agnosticism, 116-45.

® See Lightman, ‘Huxley and Scientific Agnosticism’, 271-89 and D. W. Dockiill, “T. H. Huxley and the
Meaning of “Agnosticism” ’, Theolggy, 74 (1971), 461-77.

7 Ian Gregor, for example, classes four of Hardy’s last five novels among his six greatest. The six are: Far from
the Madding Crowd (1874), The Return of the Native (1878), The Mayor of Casterbridge (1886), The Woodlanders (1887),
Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891) and Jude the Obscure (1895). See lan Gregor, The Great Web: The Form of Hardy’s
Major Fiction (London: Faber and Faber, 1974).



109

itself in opposition to orthodox opinion.”® The greater independence afforded him by
experience and success meant that he was also more at liberty to reflect critically on
unotthodox opinions, including agnosticism.
In June 1881, the Hatdys left London and moved to the town of Wimborne in

Dorset where they lived until the completion of Max Gate—the house on the outskirts of
Dorchester that Hardy designed and lived in until his death in 1928. As will be shown, their
departure from the city coincided with (and pethaps initiated) Hardy taking a new approach
to his fiction and had an impact upon the concerns evident in it. While Hardy had enjoyed
life in London, the prolonged illness from which he had éuffered when writing A4 I aodicean
seemed to confirm ‘that he could not for any extended period live in London and remain
healthy’® and he also felt that city life adversely affected his work:

During the latter part of May [1881] they searched in Dorset, having concluded

that it would be better to make London a place of sojourn for a few months
only in each year, and establish their home in the country, both for reasons of
health and for mental inspiration, Hardy finding, or thinking he found, that
residence in or near a city tended to force mechanical and ordinary productions
from his pen, concerning ordinary society-life and habits."’

Two years later, Max Gate was complete and the Hardys moved to Dorchester (Wessex’s
Casterbridge), but not before spending much of the preceding few months in London.

Indeed, according to Millgate, Hardy had no intention of severing his ties with the city:

Though Hardy was not the most clubbable of men, and sometimes entertained
doubts as to the wisdom of mixing too much with other workers 1n the same
craft, he clearly did not envisage an absolute seclusion from London and its
ovetlapping social and artistic worlds. Nor would Dorchester be regarded as a
place of impregnable retirement: [Edmund] Gosse himself—a quintessential
representative of the London literary scene—was, on 21 July 1883, one of the
first visitors to the house in the county town to which the Hardys had moved
at the end of June.!!

8 Peter Easingwood, “The Mayor of Casterbridge and the Irony of Literary Production’, THJ, 9/3 (1993), 56-75
(74).
? Michael Millgate, Thomas Hardy: A Biography Revisited (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 205.
10

LW 153-4.
"' Millgate, 4 Biography Revisited, 222. Hardy was, in fact, a member of the Rabelais Club, the Savile Club and
the Athenaeum Club.
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For the next few years, the Hardys continued to spend the ‘season’ in London. In
December 1881, six months after leaving the city, he wrote to Mrs. Sutherland Orr:
‘curiously enough I seem to see more of London now than when we lived in the suburbs. I
very frequently run up, & enjoy those very commonplaces of town life which used to be a
weariness.”12 Nonetheless, without the direct and constant influence of his London
contemporaries, the author was able to achieve a social and, more importantly, an
intellectual independence that was less easy for him without geographical distance.

From this point, the focus of Hardy’s novels is almost exclusively on the lives of his
Wessex rurals: rarely does the narrative stray far beyond the Wessex boundaries or overly
concern itself with non-pastoral life. Millgate explains that after returning to Dorset, Hardy
developed ‘a deeper, or perthaps more directly expressed, concern for the rural working
class’. Millgate further suggests that Hardy’s renewed interest in ‘regional matetials’ can
partly be explained by their ability to provide ‘distinctive particularizations of general
themes and universal phenomena’.’3 His rural characters usefully illustrate the ways in
which everyday people cope with the wotld, and the illustration was achieved without
intruding questions of metaphysics too overtly (and unrealistically) encroaching into the
stories. He expressed the opinion that the ‘Unknown’—by which he meant the force or
forces shaping the world and perhaps directing human lives—more distinctly touches the
ordinary inhabitants of the rural environment than it does their urban counterparts. In
August 1887, Hardy noted his ;)bservation of ‘the difference between children who grow
up 1in solitary country places and those who grow up in towns—the former being
imaginative, dreamy, and credulous of vague mysteries, giving as the reason that “The
Unknown comes within so shott a radius from themselves by comparison with the city-
bred”.”'* The farmers, timbet metrchants, dairymen and cider-makers of Wessex are at the

mercy of the seasons, their livelihoods dependent on the success of crops and livestock and

2 L vii 94.
'3 Millgate, A Biography Revisited, 219, 231.
41w 211.
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the ability to travel on crude tracks in all weathers. Urban life—its economics,
transportation and communication—is not so governed by the fickleness of the natural
wotld. The inhabitants of the city are controlled to a much greater extent by man-made
rules and social conventions, and mote quickly and directly benefit from advances in
technology. The protagonists of Hardy’s later fiction ate rately of distinguished social
descent (and if they are, they have not retained the wealth and position of their ancestors).
They are ordinary people, and are, as such, a more direct gauge of man’s struggle with
forces greater than himself. With these ordinary characters, Hardy in effect, though not
necessarily by conscious intent, recontextualised the abstract philosophical arguments of
his contemporaries. Robert Schweik points out that “The Woodlanders does not simply reflect
the structure of contemporary ethical thought: Hardy’s vision of the condition of man was,
at its best, a searching one, and unlike those comforting abstractions of ethicians’
debates’.15
Hardy had been aware from early in his career that a more accurate portrayal of life

could be achieved outside ‘fashionable hife’. Reflecting on his attempt at writing a society
novel in The Hand of Ethelberta, Hardy wrote in the Lsfe of the dissatisfaction of produ<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>