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THOMAS HARDY AS A NOVELIST 

 Son of a stonemason, and trained as an architect, Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) 

became a full-fledged literary man after the  success of his novel , Far From The 

Madding Crowd (1874). Hardy is a versatile Victorian figure who has won 

accolades not only in the field of novels but also showcased his unparallel literary 

skills in the realm of drama (eg. The Dynasts ) ; poetry (eg. Wessex Poems) ; short 

stories (eg. Life's Little Ironies) .  Hardy divided his novels and collected short 

stories into three classes . They include Novels of character and environment  viz , 

The Poor Man and the Lady (1867) , Under the Greenwood Tree: A Rural Painting 

of the Dutch School (1872) ,Far from the Madding Crowd (1874) , The Return of 

the Native (1878) ,The Mayor of Casterbridge: The Life and Death of a Man of 

Character (1886) , The Woodlanders (1887) ,Wessex Tales (1888, a collection of 

short stories) , Tess of the d'Urbervilles: A Pure Woman Faithfully Presented 

(1891) , Jude the Obscure (1895) ; Romances and fantasies viz , A Pair of Blue 

Eyes: A Novel (1873) , The Trumpet-Major (1880) ,Two on a Tower: A Romance 

(1882) ; Novels of ingenuity viz , Desperate Remedies: A Novel (1871) ,The Hand 

of Ethelberta: A Comedy in Chapters (1876) .  

Although Hardy wrote prolifically in several genres, his novels have achieved 

endless recognition. Two early novels, Desperate Remedies (1871) and Under the 

Greenwood Tree (1872), were published anonymously. He used his own name on 

the next two, A Pair of Blue Eyes (1873) and Far from the Madding Crowd (1874). 

The latter, less pessimistic in tone than his later work, was the first of his so-called 
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Wessex novels . The Return of the Native (1878), a story of the strange and 

beautiful Eustacia Vye, continues in the sequence of novels which portray the 

fading rural society of Wessex. In The Mayor of Casterbridge (1886), Hardy's 

protagonist Michael Henchard pays for the mistakes of his youth in bitter 

disappointment. Tess of the d'Urbervilles (1891) tells the story of a girl whose 

unfortunate circumstances lead her to a tragic end. The final major novel was Jude 

the Obscure (1895), another story of an individual caught in the web of a rigid, 

conservative social system.  

Alluding to Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner , Hardy 

felt that "A story must be exceptional enough to justify its telling” . He equated the 

story-tellers with  the  “Ancient Mariners”, and added that nobody has a right to 

stop the “ Wedding Guest “ unless anybody  has something more unusual to relate 

than the ordinary experience of every average man and woman."  Accordingly , 

from his  first ventures into fiction ,  Hardy  had attempted "the adjustment of 

things unusual to things external and universal. " Carl J. Webber notes the 

following characteristics of Hardy's fiction-  

 Its stage is chiefly set in rural Wessex. 

 It is topographically specific, to a degree unparalleled in English 

literature. 

 It deals with Dorset farmers, and shows sympathetic insight into the life 

of this class. 

 It does not avoid an impression of artificiality whenever "polite society" 

is involved. 

 Nature interests him for her own sake, and his treatment of her is often 

poetic. 

 There are many literary allusions and quotations, and references to 

painters, musicians, and architects . 

 The use of coincidents and accidents is overdone; and plausibility is often 

stretched to the extreme. 

 There is a secret marriage. 

 There is a pervading note of gloom, only momentarily relieved. 

 It all comes to a tragic end (sudden death). 
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Considered a Victorian realist, Hardy examines the social constraints on the lives 

of those living in Victorian England, and criticises those beliefs, especially those 

relating to marriage, education and religion, that limited people's lives and caused 

unhappiness . He was highly critical of much in Victorian society, especially on the 

declining status of rural people in Britain, such as those from his native South West 

England.  

The world of Hardy's novels consists of the region consisting of a part of southwest 

England, to which he gave its old name 'Wessex' . As David Lindley points out, 

"Hardy was the first English novelist to write about the countryside and its 

inhabitants in a serious fashion, and obviously he drew constantly on the 

inspiration offered him by the people of the country in which he was born and 

spent most of his life." Hardy's novels contain a detailed description of the scenes 

and places of interest in Dorsetshire (Wessex). S. Diana Neill remarks "No other 

novelist can render the sights and smells of the countryside with such evocative 

sensuousness." 

Tragedy is Hardy's forte. He presents Man's struggle and suffering in the face of a 

hostile universe, and ultimately encountering defeat and death at the hands of Fate 

and circumstances. Henchard and Tess are two examples of such suffering persons. 

For Hardy, life is essentially tragic, and Man's destiny is governed by irony of 

circumstances over which he has no control. Hardy observes Nature closely and 

presents it in his novels with fidelity to the details related to it. Though it seems 

often to share the feelings of Man as a whole, it remains indifferent to his 

suffering. It is against the background of the vast Universe that the drama of 

human life is enacted in Hardy's novels, and the tragedy of his heroes and heroines 

takes place. Hardy presents a picture of the vast elemental forces, and shows their 

working on Man's life. The character of human beings is shown by him as been 

shaped by the environment around them.  

As a delineator of human beings pitted against the vast forces of Nature, he stands 

supreme, and his deft handling of plots, situations and settings reveal the hand of a 

superb craftsman. In presenting human life as a tragedy, Hardy may be said to be 

expressing his pessimism and his gloomy view of life. However , the roots of 

Hardy's pessimism may be thought to be lying, like Matthew Arnold's, in the 

conditions existing in his age, that comprised a rapid advancement of science and 
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the consequent loss of old religious faith and long- cherished values of life. Hardy 

himself suffered from a loss of religious beliefs .  

Because of his pessimistic outlook, Hardy restricts the scope of human endeavour 

and makes its outcome subject to Chance, coincidence, accident and workings of a 

malignant Fate. These things play a significant role in all his novels, and shape the 

destiny of his characters. The excessive use of these elements takes off much of the 

effectiveness of his tragedies, because they overshadow the actions of Man, which 

are supposed to lead to tragic consequences. Characters like Henchard, Jude and 

Tess  suffer much in life, not only because of their own mistakes or weaknesses, 

but also because of the circumstances prevailing around them, and the cruel hands 

of Fate pushing them towards their doom. Several of Hardy's major novels - viz. 

The Return of the Native, The Mayor of Casterbridge, The Woodlanders and Tess 

of the D'Urbervilles -are tragedies and abound in the element of gloom and despair 

intensified by the death of their central figures.  

Hardy is a master in the art of characterization, and portrays his characters 

faithfully through their manners, speech and other such distinguishing features. 

However, only his major characters are portrayed with a psychological insight, the 

minor ones being used only to provide some comic relief and Chorus-like 

commentary on the existing situations. Often his characters such as Sue, Eustacia 

Vye and Gabriel Oak, are delineated in a subtle manner, but most of them - 

especially the minor ones comprising rustics - hardly ever come under the purview 

of his analytical scrutiny. In fact, Hardy is more interested in portraying the 

elemental powers of the universe and the world around him than individual 

characters. Moreover, he often employs his characters as mouthpieces for the 

expression of his philosophy of life. Another characteristic of Hardy's 

characterization is his greater concern with Man or Woman as a whole than with a 

particular man or woman.  

According to Earnest Baker "His chief character is Man, and the play Existence." 

Hence, to give his interpretation of Existence and his views on the interplay of 

Man and nature, "Hardy chooses his human types from those who are closest to 

nature, those in whom the primitive impulses are the strongest." (Moody and 

Lovett). Instead of remaining preoccupied with the psychological complexities of 
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his characters, Hardy shows the struggle between these characters and the 

indifferent universe, they have been thrown into by the accident of their birth. 

The plots of Hardy's novels are constructed with great skill, and reveal his 

inventive powers. But they are often marred by the element of improbability, 

implausibility, causality and excessive use of coincidence. By his emphasis on 

chance and circumstance in the plots of his stories Hardy consistently suggests that 

human will is not free but fettered. In both Tess of the D'Urbervilles and Under the 

Greenwood Tree , for example, he employs chance coincidence as more than a 

mere device of plotting. Dick Dewey in Under the Greenwood Tree is called away 

to a friend's funeral on the same day that his beloved, Fancy Day, is to début as the 

church organist, and Angel returns to Tess from Brazil and near-death after she has 

established a common law marriage with Alec. In The Mayor of Casterbridge 

(1886), Hardy seems to apply the concept of 'Fortune's False Wheel' . 

Hardy’s plots comprise both the internal and external conflicts, and often present a 

blend of these two types of conflict, as in The Mayor of Casterbridge. Sudden 

shifts from one scene to another put a strain on the common reader's attention. 

However, a careful arrangement of various events and situations has been helpful 

in imparting a unity to the structures of his novels despite the complex nature of 

these structures. On the whole, Hardy makes his plots serve as a compact unit to 

convey his tragic view of life, and all the scenes and events lead towards a climax 

which embodies this view. 

Hardy’s narrative technique is superb .He employs various techniques including 

the first person narrative  , the second person narrative , the third person and even 

the epistolary mode of narration. The all-knowing, omniscient narrator has a range 

of approaches from which Hardy chooses skillfully .The principle ones are 

dramatic - recording actions, speech and gestures - and expository, revealing the 

characters' inner thoughts and feelings and  commenting on the story as it 

progresses.  

Contemporary criticism on the whole had been unkind to Hardy throughout the 

serial publication of his novels. Critics were unfair to use George Elliot as a 

standard for comparison as Hardy developed his rural themes. ."While in reality, 

Hardy also differs much from George Meredith in that in Meredith's novels greater 
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importance is attached to Man than to the universe around him, whereas for Hardy 

the natural universe is much more important than Man and his society, and also 

quite unintelligible to him. 

A recent British survey showed that Hardy is now extremely popular with young 

people. F.R. Leavis's refusal to include Hardy in his great tradition is not 

acceptable to most contemporary readers. Together with Leavis, T.S. Eliot and 

Henry James share a dislike of the novels which owes something to fastiduousness 

at the conventions of their plotting and melodrama; but more as John Bayley says, 

"it would appear, to a sense of the 'parochial' confusions  in them, the radical 

disunity." In short, these critics, inhibited by the critical habits of their generation 

and unable to place Hardy in perspective, dismissed him rashly as an Unrewarding 

and sentimental writer. 

Though technically belonging to the 19th century, Hardy’s  novels anticipate the 

20th century with regard to the nature and treatment of their subject matter. Tess 

profoundly questions society’s sexual mores . In Jude the Obscure, the class-ridden 

educational system of the day is challenged by the defeat of Jude’s earnest 

aspirations to knowledge, while conventional morality is affronted by the way in 

which the sympathetically presented Jude and Sue change partners, live together, 

and have children with little regard for the institution of marriage. Both books 

encountered some brutally hostile reviews.  

The continuing popularity of Hardy’s novels owes much to their richly varied yet 

always accessible style and their combination of romantic plots with convincingly 

presented characters. The best single studies on Hardy were contributed by Lionel 

Johnson, Samuel Chew and H.C. Duffin. All agreed on Hardy's masterly portrayal 

of character, the dominant role of nature, the symmetry of his plots and one who 

was steeped in the traditions of his country-side. Both Virginia Woolf and E.M. 

Forster had joined Lawrence in paying tribute to Hardy. Virginia Woolf, who had 

chosen to read The Mayor of Casterbridge on her journey to Max Gate and was 

convinced of Hardy’s merit. For E.M. Forster the works of Thomas Hardy was his 

"home". For Forster, one of Hardy's greatest strengths as a novelist in his creation 

of "a sense felt life", so that his readers can experience what it is like to be Tess or 

Sue, Cibym or Jude. This derives in part from ability to "let a bucket down into the 

subconscious" as Forster describes the process, so that Hardy is imaginatively 
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exploring his characters in the process of creating them. Further, Forster with his 

theory of "the undeveloped heart" and Lawrence with his stress on the need for a 

harmonious balance between mind and body are clearly developing themes that 

were central in Hardy's work.  
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