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THE HAND OF ETHELBERTA

THOMAS HARDY was born in a cottage in Higher Bockhampton, near Dorchester, on 2 June 1840. He was educated locally and at sixteen was articled to a Dorchester architect, John Hicks. In 1862 he moved to London and found employment with another architect, Arthur Blomfield. He now began to write poetry and published an essay. By 1867 he had returned to Dorset to work as Hicks’s assistant and began his first (unpublished) novel, The Poor Man and the Lady.

On an architectural visit to St Julio t in Cornwall in 1870 he met his first wife, Emma Gifford. Before their marriage in 1874 he had published four novels and was earning his living as a writer. More novels followed and in 1878 the Hardys moved from Dorset to the London literary scene. But in 1885, after building his house at Max Gate near Dorchester, Hardy again returned to Dorset. He then produced most of his major novels: The Mayor of Casterbridge (1886), The Woodlanders (1887), Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891), The Pursuit of the Well-Beloved (1892) and Jude the Obscure (1895). Amidst the controversy caused by Jude the Obscure, he turned to the poetry he had been writing all his life. In the next thirty years he published over nine hundred poems and his epic drama in verse, The Dynasts.

After a long and bitter estrangement, Emma Hardy died at Max Gate in 1912. Paradoxically, the event triggered some of Hardy’s finest love poetry. In 1914, however, he married Florence Dugdale, a close friend for several years. In 1910 he had been awarded the Order of Merit and was recognized, even revered, as the major literary figure of the time. He died on 11 January 1928. His ashes were buried in Westminster Abbey and his heart at Stinsford in Dorset.
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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

This edition uses, with one exception, the first edition in volume form of each of Hardy’s novels and therefore offers something not generally available. Their dates range from 1871 to 1897. The purpose behind this choice is to present each novel as the creation of its own period and without revisions of later times, since these versions have an integrity and value of their own. The outline of textual history that follows is designed to expand on this statement.

All of Hardy’s fourteen novels, except Jude the Obscure (1895) which first appeared as a volume in the Wessex Novels, were published individually as he wrote them (from 1871 onwards). Apart from Desperate Remedies (1871) and Under the Greenwood Tree (1872), all were published first as serials in periodicals, where they were subjected to varying degrees of editorial interference and censorship. Desperate Remedies and Under the Greenwood Tree appeared directly in volume form from Tinsley Brothers. By 1895 ten more novels had been published in volumes by six different publishers.

By 1895 Hardy was sufficiently well-established to negotiate with Osgood, Mcllvaine a collected edition of all earlier novels and short story collections plus the volume edition of Jude the Obscure. The Well-Beloved (radically changed from its serialized version) was added in 1897, completing the appearance of all Hardy’s novels in volume form. Significantly this collection was called the ‘Wessex Novels’ and contained a map of ‘The Wessex of the Novels’ and authorial prefaces, as well as frontispieces by Macbeth-Raeburn of a scene from the novel sketched ‘on the spot’. The texts were heavily revised by Hardy, amongst other things, in relation to topography, to strengthen the ‘Wessex’ element so as to suggest that this half-real half-imagined location had been coherently conceived from the beginning, though of course he knew that this was not so. In practice ‘Wessex’ had an uncertain and ambiguous development in the earlier editions. To trace the growth of Wessex in the novels as they appeared it is necessary to read them in their original pre-1895 form. For the 1895–6 edition represents a substantial layer of reworking.

Similarly, in the last fully revised and collected edition of 1912–13, the Wessex Edition, further alterations were made to topographical detail and photographs of Dorset were included. In the more open climate of opinion then prevailing, sexual and religious references were sometimes (though not always) made bolder. In both collected editions there were also many changes of other kinds. In addition, novels and short story volumes were grouped thematically as ‘Novels of Character and Environment’, ‘Romances and Fantasies’ and ‘Novels of Ingenuity’ in a way suggesting a unifying master plan underlying all texts. A few revisions were made for the Mellstock edition of 1919–20, but to only some texts.

It is various versions of the 1912–13 edition which are generally available to-day, incorporating these layers of alteration and shaped in part by the critical climate when the alterations were made. Therefore the present edition offers the texts as Hardy’s readers first encountered them, in a form of which he in general approved, the version that his early critics reacted to. It reveals Hardy as he first dawned upon the public and shows how his writing (including the creation of Wessex) developed, partly in response to differing climates of opinion in the 1870s, 1880s and early 1890s. In keeping with these general aims, the edition will reproduce all contemporary illustrations where the originals were line drawings. In addition, for all texts which were illustrated, individual volumes will provide an appendix discussing the artist and the illustrations.

The exception to the use of the first volume editions is Far from the Madding Crowd, for which Hardy’s holograph manuscript will be used. That edition will demonstrate in detail just how the text is ‘the creation of its own period’: by relating the manuscript to the serial version and to the first volume edition. The heavy editorial censoring by Leslie Stephen for the serial and the subsequent revision for the volume provide an extreme example of the processes that in many cases precede and produce the first book versions. In addition, the complete serial version (1892) of The Well-Beloved will be printed alongside the volume edition, since it is arguably a different novel from the latter.

To complete the picture of how the texts developed later, editors trace in their Notes on the History of the Text the major changes in 1895–6 and 1912–13. They quote significant alterations in their explanatory notes and include the authorial prefaces of 1895–6 and 1912–13. They also indicate something of the pre-history of the texts in manuscripts where these are available. The editing of the short stories will be separately dealt with in the two volumes containing them.

PATRICIA INGHAM

St Anne’s College, Oxford


CHRONOLOGY: HARDY’S LIFE AND WORKS

1840 2 June: Thomas Hardy born, Higher Bockhampton, Dorset, eldest child of a builder, Thomas Hardy, and Jemima Hand, who had been married for less than six months. Younger siblings: Mary, Henry, Katharine (Kate), to whom he remained close.

1848–56 Schooling in Dorset.

1856 Hardy watched the hanging of Martha Browne for the murder of her husband. (Thought to be remembered in the death of Tess Durbeyfield.)

1856–60 Articled to Dorchester architect, John Hicks; later his assistant.

late 1850s Important friendship with Horace Moule (eight years older, middle-class and well-educated), who became his intellectual mentor and encouraged his self-education.

1862 London architect, Arthur Blomfield, employed him as a draughtsman. Self-education continued.

1867 Returned to Dorset as a jobbing architect. He worked for Hicks on church restoration.

1868 Completed his first novel The Poor Man and the Lady but it was rejected for publication (see 1878).

1869 Worked for the architect Crickmay in Weymouth, again on church restoration.

1870 After many youthful infatuations thought to be referred to in early poems, met his first wife, Emma Lavinia Gifford, on a professional visit to St Juliot in North Cornwall.

1871 Desperate Remedies published in volume form by Tinsley Brothers.

1872 Under the Greenwood Tree published in volume form by Tinsley Brothers.

1873 A Pair of Blue Eyes (previously serialized in Tinsleys’ Magazine). Horace Moule committed suicide.

1874 Far from the Madding Crowd (previously serialized in the Cornhill Magazine). Hardy married Emma and set up house in London (Surbiton). They had no children, to Hardy’s regret; and she never got on with his family.

1875 The Hardys returned to Dorset (Swanage).

1876 The Hand of Ethelberta (previously serialized in the Cornhill Magazine).

1878 The Return of the Native (previously serialized in Belgravia). The Hardys moved back to London (Tooting).

Serialized version of part of first unpublished novel appeared in Harper’s Weekly in New York as An Indiscretion in the Life of an Heiress. It was never included in his collected works.

1880 The Trumpet-Major (previously serialized in Good Words). Hardy ill for many months.

1881 A Laodicean (previously serialized in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine). The Hardys returned to Dorset.

1882 Two on a Tower (previously serialized in the Atlantic Monthly).

1885 The Hardys moved for the last time to a house, Max Gate, outside Dorchester, designed by Hardy and built by his brother.

1886 The Mayor of Casterbridge (previously serialized in the Graphic).

1887 The Woodlanders (previously serialized in Macmillan’s Magazine).

1888 Wessex Tales.

1891 A Group of Noble Dames (tales). Tess of the D’Urbervilles (previously serialized in censored form in the Graphic). It simultaneously enhanced his reputation as a novelist and caused a scandal because of its advanced views on sexual conduct.

1892 Hardy’s father, Thomas, died. Serialized version of The Well-Beloved, entitled The Pursuit of the Well-Beloved, in the Illustrated London News. Growing estrangement from Emma.

1892–3 Our Exploits at West Poley, a long tale for boys, published in an American periodical, the Household.

1893 Met Florence Henniker, one of several society women with whom he had intense friendships. Collaborated with her on The Spectre of the Real (published 1894).

1894 Life’s Little Ironies (tales).

1895 Jude the Obscure, a savage attack on marriage which worsened relations with Emma. Serialized previously in Harper’s Mew Monthly Magazine. It received both eulogistic and vitriolic reviews. The latter were a factor in his ceasing to write novels.

1895–6 First collected edition of novels: Wesscx Novels (16 volumes), published by Osgood, Mcllvaine. This included the first book edition of Jude the Obscure.

1897 The Well-Beloved (rewritten) published as a book; added to the Wessex Novels as vol. XVII. From now on he published only the poetry he had been writing since the 1860s. No more novels.

1898 Wessex Poems and Other Verses. Hardy and Emma continued to live at Max Gate but were now estranged and ‘kept separate’.

1901 Poems of the Past and the Present.

1902 Macmillan became his publishers.

1904 Part 1 of The Dynasts (epic-drama in verse on Napoleon). Hardy’s mother, Jemima, ‘the single most important influence in his life’, died.

1905 Met Florence Emily Dugdale, his future second wife, then aged 26. Soon a friend and secretary.

1906 Part 2 of The Dynasts.

1908 Part 3 of The Dynasts.

1909 Time’s Laughingstocks and Other Verses.

1910 Awarded Order of Merit, having previously refused a knighthood.

1912–13 Major collected edition of novels and verse, revised by Hardy: The Wessex Edition (24 volumes).

27 November: Emma died still estranged. This triggered the writing of Hardy’s finest love-lyrics about their early time in Cornwall.

1913 A Changed Man and Other Tales.

1914 10 February: married Florence Dugdale (already hurt by his poetic reaction to Emma’s death). Satires of Circumstance. The Dynasts: Prologue and Epilogue.

1915 Mary, Hardy’s sister, died. His distant young cousin, Frank, killed at Gallipoli.

1916 Selected Poems.

1917 Moments of Vision and Miscellaneous Verses.

1919–20 Mellstock Edition of novels and verse (37 volumes).

1922 Late Lyrics and Earlier with Many Other Verses.

1923 The Famous Tragedy of the Queen of Cornwall (drama).

1924 Dramatized Tess performed at Dorchester. Hardy infatuated with the local woman, Gertrude Bugler, who played Tess.

1925 Human Shows, Far Phantasies, Songs and Trifles.

1928 Hardy died on 11 January. His heart was buried in Emma’s grave at Stinsford, his ashes in Westminster Abbey. Winter Words in Various Moods and Metres published posthumously. Hardy’s brother, Henry, died.

1928–30 Hardy’s autobiography published (on his instructions) under his second wife’s name.

1937 Florence Hardy (his second wife) died.

1940 Hardy’s last sibling, Kate, died.









This map is from the Wessex Novels Edition, 1895–6

She stopped, like a clock.

‘Well, what did you think of my poems?’

Round her, leaning against branches or prostrate on the ground, were five or six individuals.

‘Goodness – how quick you were!’

It was a tender time.

The Harefield Estate.

So Ethelberta went.

‘Can you tell us the way, Sir, to the Hotel Bold Soldier?’

‘In the writing of the composer,’ observed Lord Mountclere, with interest.

All before them was a sheet of witness.


BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

The following abbreviations are used for texts frequently cited throughout the edition.



Collected Letters: R. L. Purdy and M. Millgate (eds.), The Collected Letters of Thomas Hardy, 7 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978–88)

Cornhill Proofs: ‘The Cornhill Magazine Proof-sheets’ (Richard L. Purdy Collection, Beinecke Library, Yale University)

Daiches: David Daiches (ed.), The Penguin Companion to Literature: Britain and the Commonwealth (London: Allen Lane, Penguin Press, 1971)

Fletcher: Banister Fletcher, A History of Architecture on the Comparative Method, rev. R. A. Cordingley (London: Athlone Press, 1963)

Gittings: Robert Gittings (ed.), The Hand of Ethelberta: The New Wessex Edition (London: Macmillan, 1975)

Hartnoll: Phyllis Hartnoll, The Oxford Companion to the Theatre (Oxford: OUP, 1967)

Life: Thomas Hardy, The Life and Work of Thomas Hardy, ed. Michael Millgate (London: Macmillan, 1989)

Literary Notebooks: L. Björk (ed.), The Literary Notebooks of Thomas Hardy (London: Macmillan, 1985)

Millgate: Michael Millgate, Thomas Hardy: His Career as a Novelist (London: The Bodley Head, 1971)

Personal Notebooks: R. Taylor (ed.), The Personal Notebooks of Thomas Hardy (London: Macmillan, 1978)

Personal Writings: Harold Orel (ed.), Thomas Hardy’s Personal Writings: Prefaces, Literary Opinions, Reminiscences (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1966)

Pinion: F. B. Pinion, A Hardy Companion: A Guide to the Works of Thomas Hardy and their Background (London: Macmillan, 1968)

Smith: William George Smith, The Oxford Dictionary of English Proverbs, 2nd edn, rev. Sir Paul Harvey (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1948)


KEY TO PLACE NAMES

The Hand of Ethelberta is set principally in London, the Isle of Purbeck, Bournemouth, Salisbury and Rouen. Hardy’s names for the Wessex locations in this edition are as follows:




	Hardy’s Name
	Real name



	Anglebury
	Wareham



	Coomb Castle
	Corfe Castle



	Knollsea
	Swanage



	Little Lychworth
	Kingston



	Lychworth House
	Encombe House, near Kingston



	Melchester
	Salisbury



	Sandbourne
	Bournemouth



	Stonford
	Sandford, near Wareham. In later editions, the village is Flychett (Lytchett Minster).







INTRODUCTION

In the General Preface to the 1912 Wessex Edition of his works, Thomas Hardy took the opportunity, as he put it, ‘of classifying the novels under heads that show approximately the author’s aim, if not his achievement’. He accordingly grouped them into three categories: those that ‘approach most nearly to uninfluenced works’, the ‘Novels of Character and Environment’; the ‘Romances and Fantasies’ (a ‘sufficiently descriptive definition’); and the ‘Novels of Ingenuity’, the ‘ “Experiments”… written for the nonce simply’. The Hand of Ethelberta is one of these last – the honourable failures. Indeed, until quite recently it was usually ranked at the bottom of its own category, an ignominy even to those who do not subscribe to Hardy’s ‘league-table approach’ to classification.1 ‘On its first appearance,’ he wrote, ‘the novel suffered.’ In fact, it was by no means received with unanimous scorn, though it ‘nonplussed the public’,2 and it continues to nonplus, and embarrass, its readers, having never really recovered from those few contemporary reviews that thought that, ‘with all its cleverness’, it was ‘about as bad a novel as one would care to see’.3 In his intermittent defences of Ethelberta, in the Life and in the Prefaces he appended to the 1896 and 1912 editions (reproduced here on pp. 3–4), Hardy virtually dismissed it with a pronouncement of its great originality, claiming that its pictures of society were more than thirty years ahead of their time. Alas, his claim was not greeted with a late upsurge of interest in the novel, which – like its fellow wooden-spooners, Desperate Remedies (1871) and A Laodicean (1880) – has remained more or less unread.

There are good reasons for suggesting that Hardy would not have welcomed such an unlikely change of fortune for The Hand of Ethelberta in any case. The explanations for its failure volunteered in the Prefaces and the Life seem at best ambivalent about it: certainly they conceal as much as they reveal. More instructive is the fact that he put relatively little work into Ethelberta in the large revision project for the Osgood, McIlvaine first collected edition of 1896. Since the book could scarcely be left out of this collection, definitively entitled ‘The Wessex Novels’, Hardy moved to bring it into line with the massive Wessex idea. But he did so without much conviction, altering phrases and place-names and adjusting the time-scheme, but expending on Ethelberta none of the effort he was to lavish on other early novels for which he felt a greater affection. Substantial revision along such lines would in any event have been a forlorn exercise. It is a London novel, even if it is not by any means exclusively set in that city. But even more uncongenially to the canonical ‘Novels of Character and Environment’, it is a comedy, a ‘frivolous narrative’ (in Hardy’s phrase) of drawing-rooms and dinners and shooting-parties in the country. This doubly anomalous novel – ‘a disappointment of a double kind’ for J. M. Barrie, who thought it was ‘not a comedy, and its London life [was] preposterous’4 – has since proved no match for the majesty of Wessex. Still, jammed awkwardly on shelves between Far From the Madding Crowd (1874) and The Return of the Native (1878), where it belongs chronologically, Ethelberta continues to show up as a rather alarming alternative to the received idea of ‘Thomas Hardy’, with which we associate doomed heroes and heroines fatally alienated from their (mostly rural) environments. But more significantly, as Peter Widdowson has demonstrated,5 Ethelberta is so superficial and synthetic a fiction that it raises important questions about the artificiality of other kinds of fictions – class fictions, fictions of gentler, and especially that most compelling of Hardy’s fictions, the mythology of Wessex. Little wonder, then, that its author largely ignored it after 1877, and later admitted it gingerly into Wessex only on the understanding that he had at least tried when writing it to create characters who were ‘meant to be consistent and human’ (1896 Preface).

This recuperation of a realistic Ethelberta in the 1896 Preface (where, uncharacteristically for Hardy, plausibility is also his marker of the real) is puzzling, since it would be hard to find characters that are less consistent and human in all of Victorian fiction. Worse, it is misleading, sanctioning an approach to the novel which was sustained uncritically for the best part of this century – an approach which judged it by the standard of realism, rather than as a ‘complex set of anti-realist discourses’,6 and unsurprisingly found it wanting. These readings almost without exception collapsed into readings about Hardy: Ethelberta becomes a story of the innocent author abroad, its stylistic eccentricity read as a symptom of its author’s provincialism, even as a form of wish-fulfilment. Lord David Cecil’s comment makes its point stylistically, showing Hardy how Alfred Neigh’s gossipy dialogue ought to have been written:


He writes outside his range… Before describing the fashionable parties in The Hand of Ethelberta he actually went up to London – poor simple, conscientious Hardy!… in order to attend some society dinner parties… and his picture of society is a mixture of the conventional novel of his day and the rural person’s simple dreams of rank and fashion.7



Allegations that Ethelberta was ‘a failure of literary decorum’,8 a badly written book, were so irresistible, ironically, precisely because Hardy had set out to write a bad book, or at least one that parodied the conventions of the popular periodical romance as part of its engagement with many kinds of high– and low-brow literature. For The Hand of Ethelberta is not one of Hardy’s ‘uninfluenced works’. In fact, it seems to have had an almost exclusive provenance in other kinds of language – other novels, plays, poems, illustrated weeklies, essays, Emma Hardy’s diaries, fashion plates, travel guides, and newspapers. This is a manifestly intertextual book. It is unsurprising, then, that during this period Hardy ‘renewed his consideration of a prose style’, noting: ‘ “Read again Addison, Macaulay, Newman, Sterne, De Foe, Lamb, Gibbon, Burke, Times Leaders, &c in a study of style”.’9 Ethelberta, however, is a study in styles of quite another kind. It is, we might say, a thoroughgoing pastiche – mixing the mechanical dialogue of the hack romance, the silver-fork novel, or the domestic melodrama with snatches of Milton, Tennyson, and Walpole; matching up the conventions of the earnest Bildungsroman with the lubricious comedy of the Restoration and the eighteenth century; veering from Gothic romance to the plots of seduction to the drawing-room farce; slipping from Thackeray to Defoe to the dialogue of Punch; promising the landed gratifications of Austen, but delivering only a mockscandalous non-ending, a return to the hearsay with which the novel began. It combines frenetic night jaunts (with Dantean side-trips), satires of circumstance (see p. 99) which evaporate into trifles, blushing maidens and blushing men, staggering coincidences, crossed letters, and, of course, the carelessly mismanaged love triangle.

Furthermore, The Hand of Ethelberta focuses almost exclusively on its eponymous heroine, who is herself something of a pastiche. In Ethelberta, Hardy (who had already been compared to the female sensation novelist M. E. Braddon) created a sensational protagonist, a woman who was like a narrative in instalments, ‘one of those people who are known… by subscription: everybody knows a little, till she is astonishingly well known altogether; but nobody knows her entirely’. Ethelberta Petherwin, alias ‘plain old Berta Chickerel’, alias the Viscountess Mountclere, writes and performs her own multiple identities in an effortless orchestration of contradictory narrative possibilities. She moves with easy grace between the topical (she is represented as a snippet, or a photograph such as Neigh carries around with him) and the paradigmatic (in keeping with the iconic history of her sex, she is susceptible to multiple allegorical constructions). Like Meredith’s great heroine Diana Merion (Diana of the Crossways, 1885), Ethelberta is emancipated by all the unresolved narrative permutations which converge upon her indecision and her protean wit. She is protected and liberated by an elaborate tissue of lies, a screen of speculation, fabrication, falsehood, outlandish romance, and cleverly stage-managed imagery. She joins the distinguished tradition of English fiction’s performers of femininity – from Becky Sharp and Lucy Snowe to the winged Fevvers in Angela Garter’s Nights at the Circus. She puts on and takes off all of the classic Victorian stereotypes. She is an adventuress, an expurgated Roxana or Moll Flanders (those enterprising and right-hearted villainesses who are the glib casuists of Ethelberta’s hero, Daniel Defoe). She is simultaneously an attenuated angel of the hearth, ever looking out for the welfare of her family. She is la belle dame sans merci, and the medieval monna innominata of Ladywell’s painting; mounted on her donkey, she is a comic Joan of Arc or Madonna on the flight into Egypt; and she is a Diana, huntress of suitors.

Her life story, however, also mobilizes the array of fairy-tales which plot the trajectories of young women entering upon a world ordered according to strict social and economic arrangements. Ethelberta triumphantly reverses the fates of these maidens in her revision of beauty and the beast, and lives out a racier version of the Cinderella story in which the scullery-maid abandons the prince and opts for the more glamorous role of fairy-godmother. She happily exploits all of those stories of unwilling brides and enforced unions, and exploits too the hidden powers which repose in the wit of the fairy-tale heroine, rejecting only the seduction of the fairy-tale ending. The spectacle of the duck and the duck-hawk which she so breathlessly pursues in chapter I, a pointed omen, ends as the novel seems to, with a triumph of wit. But it is really no ending at all, just the deferment of another chase, an ‘armed neutrality’, as Ethelberta will describe her own marriage. Like the ‘yes’ or ‘no’ that Ethelberta will not give her suitors, and the unfinished performance of the public romance of her own life, saved until the last, the novel concludes as uneasily as its opening scene of predation, with yet another postponement.

If Ethelberta is empowered by her witty reversal of these subversive folk-stories, she is equally an expert interloper in male high culture, a breezy expropriator of proverbs, sayings and other useful fragments from the cultural past. Indeed, more than a pretender to patriarchy, Ethelberta is the patriarch of her family, and she adeptly rearranges the patriarchal narrative to her new order. In this novel it is Berta, not father, who ‘knows best’ (XXXVIII). The patriarchal authority of Chickerel the butler is purely symbolic. His position as ‘head’ of the Doncastles’ household (not the Chickerels’, where, until the final chapters, he never lives) cleverly inverts the Ruskinian idea of iconic femininity: he is a pervasive though powerless moral influence. Like the great middle-class institution that it is, moreover, the Chickerel family operates as a model for other social institutions. Thus, Ethelberta is simultaneously a figure of social paternalism: an exemplary employer, rightly a little stern, she acts as father to her servant-children; she is a conductor of comprehensive programmes for the education of workmen; a supplier of sanitary housing for retirees in the new estates; an adviser to the awakening consciences of her sisters; and a moral guardian for all.

The phrase ‘novel of ingenuity’ is therefore an apt description of The Hand of Ethelberta and its enterprising double dealer. Its sense of contrivance and concoction nicely characterizes both Ethelberta’s resourcefulness and the novel’s remarkable fusion of strained artifice and slapdash. Ethelberta gives the impression of being an intricately worked-out design for a trifle: there is ‘too much shrugging of shoulders and grinning delight in ironical pronouncements’, Evelyn Hardy protested.10 But the word ‘ingenuity’ also echoes its etymological near-relative, ingenuousness, and it should be becoming clear that, besides being an ingenious book, this is a disingenuous one. So what, then, is it trying to conceal (or flaunt)?

The most useful way of approaching The Hand of Ethelberta, it seems to me, is to trace it back to its origins. Only in deciding under what circumstances such a book came to be produced at all can we begin to approach its reading, and see it as other than a lapse, ‘an interlude between stories of a more sober design’. We would be well advised in this to keep in mind Hardy’s inclination to mislead in the matter of origins, his ‘wilful purpose in his early novels until Far from the Madding Crowd appeared, if not later, having been to mystify the reader as to their locality, origin, and authorship by various interchanges and inventions’.11 The writing hand – and Ethelberta’s and Hardy’s literary identities are marked by elaborate interchange and invention – is obviously implied in the novel’s title, which should be caution enough. In a story of forsaken identity and compromise, additionally, analogies are repeatedly drawn between the marriage market and the literary marketplace. If, as Hardy claimed, the ‘Novels of Ingenuity’ were ‘written for the nonce simply’, what was the occasion of this ephemeral experiment, with its ‘artificial treatment’ adopted ‘for reasons that seemed good at the date of writing’ (1912 Preface)?

Hardy’s objective in writing The Hand of Ethelberta was more serious and specific than now seems apparent. If it is not a very funny comedy, then it compensates by being a kind of essay in English high-comic traditions since the Renaissance; and like other essays in comedy, it is at bottom a purposeful, even an earnest, piece.12 If its jokes fall flat under the weight of its facetiousness, moreover, then that is because the jokes that really matter to Hardy are private jokes, and they are jokes which, once examined, are shown to originate in deep antipathy and anger. For it is not being too ingenious to say that The Hand of Ethelberta, though it is the one novel that manifestly keeps its distance from him, and from which he was later consciously to distance himself, is yet among Hardy’s most personal novels. It could in fact be argued that Hardy chose a design of such ‘skilfully perfected’ artificiality (to borrow a phrase which describes his ingenious and disingenuous heroine) only because he was coming close, even uncomfortably close, to being candid – about his future as the poet who must be subsidized, and to some extent compromised, by commercial fiction. When he later dismissed would-be biographers by claiming ‘that there is not a scrap of personal detail’ in Jude the Obscure, he could not have conceived of anyone hazarding such a guess about The Hand of Ethelberta:13

Nevertheless, it should seem unremarkable, in a century in which crises of authorial identification so powerfully animated and informed the novel,14 that Hardy chose to write such an odd, oblique novel about his own situation. It is customary to begin speculating on his self-inscription in Ethelberta by citing parallels between himself and his heroine: both are lower-class people who make their way in society ‘by the profession of writing and disguising their class background;15 the title explicitly alludes to the maiden name of Hardy’s mother, Jemima Hand;16 the occupations of Ethelberta’s family parallel those of Hardy’s relatives in service in London; both Hardy and Ethelberta are poets who make a living by fiction, and both are considering writing epic poems even as they are forced by circumstances to ‘perform’ in the story-telling industry; and the title of Ethelberta’s book of verse, ‘Metres by Me’, echoes Hardy’s sonnet sequence, ‘She to Him’, which also takes the woman’s part. The Hand of Ethelberta is therefore a portrait of two artists – Ethelberta Petherwin and Thomas Hardy – severely constrained by the want of an independent income. They must both disguise themselves, Ethelberta as a London lady, and Hardy as a novelist, a profession he associated with London. They must, by any means their talent allows, find the money required to advance their private aims. For Ethelberta, this is the immediate welfare of her family, but her meteoric rise brings too a literary eminence which echoes in Hardy’s as-yet unfulfilled vocation (he was ‘anxious to get back to verse’ at the time he was writing this novel17): she climbs the ladder from country servant-girl to public figure to private viscountess (keeping her secret to herself), but also from authoress of society verse to public romancer to author of that authoritative masculine genre, the epic.

Ethelberta has a secret plot, then, a sublimated melodramatic plot of its author’s rise as a public identity in the fiction industry and his private life as a poet. It is more than this, though, because it is also a kind of private satire, even more gratifying to Hardy than ‘self-consciously representing himself as Ethelberta, and producing an immense irony which only he could savour.18 The object of its satirical salvos is not the aristocracy and its hangers-on, however: Ethelberta does not simply sustain the indiscriminate class aggression which so shocked the manuscript readers of Hardy’s first unpublished novel The Poor Man and the Lady. Its satire is altogether more subtle, for the novel was written as an attack from within on the literary institutions which financially supported Hardy: the lending-libraries, such as Mudie’s, and the monthly periodicals, in particular the Cornhill, where it first appeared in print. Fully ten years earlier than George Moore’s pamphlet, Literature at Nurse, or Circulating Morals (1885), which attacks the circulating libraries, Hardy satirizes in Ethelberta the insidiousness and philistinism of institutionalized ‘household reading’, as he called it in 1890, ironically echoing Dickens. His suspicion of slavishness, of unoriginality in thought and opinion, was extreme, as indeed was his anxiety that the rituals of narrative had given way to the routine, even mechanical, gratifications of mass fiction. Most famously, Hardy held in contempt the conventionality and self-righteousness of the common reader. In his autobiography, he claimed that he devised Ethelberta deliberately in response to the reception of Far from the Madding Crowd:


This request for more of his writing… coincided with quizzing personal gossip, among other paragraphs being one that novel-writing was coming to a pretty pass… the author of Far from the Madding Crowd having been discovered to be a house decorator (!); also with cuckoo-cries on his limitations, which were really the irritation of dullards at his freshness… [H]e had not the slightest intention of writing for ever about sheepfarming, as the reading public was apparently expecting him to do, and as, in fact, they presently resented his not doing (Life, 105)



This extraordinary retrospective account shows how strongly, and even perversely, Hardy reacted to his first major critical and commercial success. There is little doubt that he understood perfectly well what had been of value in Far From the Madding Crowd, even if his philistine public did not. Realizing that he was expected to produce what they wanted to read, and also being ‘aware of the pecuniary value of a reputation for a specialty’ (105), he was nevertheless not willing to sell himself completely to the middle-class monthly periodicals. Hardy’s entire novel-writing career can be read in terms of an extreme tension between acquiescence and resistance, between imitation and originality. Hardy ‘accepted (albeit with increasing reluctance) the constraints placed upon him by editors, and resorted to strategies of subterfuge which allowed his texts to address controversial and sensitive themes – now advancing into dangerous territory, now withdrawing to more familiar ground – within the stages of composition and revision of the same novel.19 But Ethelberta is his only novel which is explicitly about this dilemma of working the literary marketplace as Ethelberta works the marriage market. Like her creator, she seems far too easily to belong, to be at home, in company she clearly detests; and like him she is determined to give the people what they want, and equally determined never to be compromised in doing so.

Compromise was very much on Hardy’s mind, for he had been forced to concede a good deal in writing Far From the Madding Crowd.20 Leslie Stephen, the Cornhill’s editor – credited by Hardy as his greatest influence during this period, but remembered too for ‘his grim & severe criticisms… & his long silences’21 – provided him during this thorough apprenticeship with ‘a short sharp course in mealy-mouthed Grundian conventions’.22 Stephen’s editorial sensitivity to conventional propriety was well known, but he pointedly made it clear to Hardy on a number of separate occasions (once with some anger at his friend’s ‘childish’ personal recrimination) that while he outwardly upheld the celebrated prudery of Mrs Grundy, this did not reflect his own moral taste.23 And Stephen’s active editorship was, indeed, only a small part of the rule of orthodoxy practised by a magazine like the Cornhill. As N. N. Feltes has argued, a proportion of the meaning of any novel like Ethelberta published in a magazine was carried in the meanings that were already present there, in its readership, its blend of fiction and non-fiction, its layout, and its regular writers. Novelists involuntarily integrated and reproduced in their fiction the periodical’s class values, and, more importantly, the social reality underwritten by those values. In these circumstances, a periodical novel was assembled along with other components in a factory. It was, Feltes writes, ‘superintended’ not preeminently by its editor but by its mode of production in a ‘ “class” ideological apparatus’.24 The original periodical illustrations, for instance (as Feltes argues in regard to Tess), performed subtle expurgations and transformations of the text, blunting contradictions and bringing it back into line with the periodical’s agenda.25 Likewise the articles and essays that appeared around the novel constantly bracketed it and absorbed it into the journal’s ideological profile. Or it ran instalments of another novel alongside, subtly aligning radical works like Hardy’s with orthodox fictions. Ethelberta, for instance, appeared with Eliza Lynn Linton’s The Atonement of Learn Dundas, in which the half-Spanish heroine poisons her stepmother and, in keeping with Linton’s self-destructive heroines, dies in retribution.

Stephen’s renowned professional caution was obviously an important factor in Hardy’s fiction, though, as his well-documented interference at the manuscript – and proof-stages has shown.26 It was also an important factor in Hardy’s cultivation of strategies of resistance, as Joe Fisher amply demonstrates.27 But Hardy did not take issue with Stephen’s editorship simply because he preferred sexual candour. He was more deeply concerned with an entrenched aesthetic-moral ideology asserted and enforced in the Cornhill – what we might call a moral ‘house-style’. Stephen’s essay, ‘Art and Morality’, a polemical response to Pater’s aestheticism, appeared in the same volume with the opening numbers of Ethelberta, and it delivered, in the reassuring and reasonable tone that characterized the Cornhil’s non-fiction, precisely what its readers had come to expect in their fiction. A work of art was not a sermon, but it carried a burden of moral responsibility, a responsibility to be truthful. The morality demanded by Stephen was therefore anti-didactic, avowing the good that comes of psychological truthfulness. The work of art had to be lifelike – its lifelikeness was a sign of the penetrative powers of its author – and it had to be sincere, because it brought its readers into contact ‘with the best minds at their best moments’. For Hardy, conversely, middle-class periodicals, with their often conventionally moralistic and complacently ‘truthful’ fiction, represented only the inevitable abasement of art.

The Hand of Ethelberta is Hardy’s response to Stephen: to his intervention in Far from the Madding Crowd and the aesthetic-moral ideology which informed it; and to his ongoing editorship of the Cornhill. To reduce this artfully resistant novel to a personal attack on Stephen is to misinterpret, indeed seriously to underestimate, his presence in the novel. The Hand of Ethelberta is a successful countertext not because it infiltrates an immoral (or amoral) fable into a magazine deeply concerned with morality and propriety: Hardy’s subversiveness is not always about sneaking in the dirty bits. Rather its success lies in bringing into question Stephen’s central notion of sincerity. In the latter’s terms, Ethelberta’s very artificiality was immoral. Thus, the novel’s bookishness, hardly subversive on the face of it, turns out to be its signal weapon. Like Ethelberta under the bookcases with her matches and candle – no Guy Fawkes, just a woman learning to read? – this literariness serves a very particular satiric purpose.

In the Cornhill, such a satire was close to its object. To begin with, Ethelberta’s farrago of literary and sub-literary languages mimics the very strategies of cultural assimilation with which Stephen, who integrated good and mediocre novels with high-literary criticism and belles lettres, served the ideological interests of his readers. The Cornhill ‘Hours in a Library’ series, for instance, was written to cultivate but also to puff the literary tastes of busy people, and Hardy, like Ethelberta, has considerable sport with the ignorance of his characters. Secondly, Hardy deliberately chooses his generic and stylistic models. The glitzy unreality and shallow characterizations; for instance, locate Ethelberta securely in the anachronistic company of Catherine Gore’s or Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s silver-fork novels of the 1820s and 1830s (as I argue below, its ethical interludes equally invoke the novel with a purpose, to which Lytton was quickly converted). In 1873 Stephen dismissed Lytton’s work as artificial and baldly didactic, lacking the sophisticated penetration of character necessary to great art. Likewise, Stephen was highly critical of Ethelberta’s (and Hardy’s) stylistic mentor Daniel Defoe. In choosing the latter as a model, Hardy clearly intended to register his own indebtedness to Defoe and allude to Stephen’s essay of 1868, ‘De Foe’s Novels’. Hardy had long been attracted to the ‘affected simplicity’ of Defoe’s style, which he imitated in The Poor Man and the Lady. The principal weakness of that abandoned effort, he believed, also gave it an affinity with Defoe’s The Shortest Way with The Dissenters, to which Ethelberta ironically adverts: ‘the satire [in The Poor Man] was obviously pushed too far’, he wrote.28The Hand of Ethelberta supplies a corrective to this heavy irony, and it deliberately sets itself up as an immoral fiction in the manner of Defoe, who was guilty, Stephen maintained – and Hardy goes so far as to quote Stephen directly in the novel – of telling lies. In Stephen’s view, Defoe exploited conventions of verisimilitude to pass off flagrant untruths, and was able to project only aspects of his own character into his inventions. Worst of all, his characters were neither properly moral nor immoral, but acted according to need or convenience. Hardy happily picks up on Stephen’s abhorrence of lying in Ethelberta, creating a heroine whose life is a lie and writing a novel which is correspondingly duplicitous and artificial.

Since it was likely that the readers of the Cornhill, like the characters of Hardy’s novel, were not necessarily well-versed in the cultural past, doubtless Hardy derived considerable satisfaction from insinuating subversive material in the guise of high culture. Indeed, as Stephen pointed out to Hardy, his proposed subtitle for Ethelberta – ‘A Comedy in Chapters’ – was a problem, and should be omitted, because the magazine’s middle-brow readership would certainly be put off by a novel that promised to be a comedy but was patently not funny. Hardy also originally had an epigraph by Charles Lamb which would have alluded more precisely to the kind of comedy he was writing, and its relevance to the question of art and morality: ‘I confess for myself that (with no great delinquencies to answer for) I am glad for a season to take an airing beyond the diocese of the strict conscience: now and then, for a dream-while or so, to imagine a world with no meddling restrictions.’ This epigraph was presumably also removed at Stephen’s request (doubtless waking Hardy from his dream of a world free of meddling restrictions). When Hardy refers back in the 1912 Preface to Ethelberta’s ‘artificial treatment’ it is telling that his phrase should recall precisely the context of Stephen’s ‘Art and Morality’ essay, his objections to the artificiality of Defoe and Bulwer, and the context too of this omitted quotation, taken from ‘On the Artificial Comedy of the Last Century’. In Ethelberta, Hardy deliberately tried, as Lamb does, to bring into conflict two modes of art, two contrasting ideas of the relationship between aesthetic and moral values, and two different periods of literary history. On the one hand, the novel invokes the comedy of the Restoration and the eighteenth century, Lamb’s region ‘where no cold moral reigns’;29 and on the other, it gestures towards the ‘novel with a purpose’ of his own century. This collision of the wily Ethelberta of the artificial comedy and the earnest, enquiring Ethelberta of the ‘Utilitarian romance’ causes the characteristic unevenness of the novel and generates most readers’ dissatisfaction with it. In what remains I want to focus on these two Ethelbertas – public and private, eighteenth-century and modern, artificial and sincere.

Lamb argued in the essay on artificial comedy that the amoral drama of another century, rightly read on its own terms, would scarcely pollute us: contemporary standards of aesthetic judgment, insisting puritanically upon an unsullied art, had no place at an evening’s holiday in the past. The author of Far from the Madding Crowd takes such a holiday in Ethelberta, vacating the inhospitable climate of moral righteousness, where, in Lamb’s words, the ‘standard of police is the measure of political justice’?30 Ethelberta’s world, like Congreve’s, ‘is altogether a speculative scene of things, which has no reference whatever to the world that is’.31 In the sober pages of the Cornhill, this cannot be countenanced. A woman like Ethelberta must be complex as well as engaging; that is to say, she must be troubled by conscience, she must either win or lose, an irrelevance in the light of Lamb’s (and, it is implied, Hardy’s) assertion that sometimes we need ‘the courage to imagine a state of things for which there is neither reward nor punishment’.32 Ethelberta’s reward or punishment is such a central issue, however, precisely because the novel does seem to entertain in some form the idea of an ethical existence for its heroine. Setting aside its elaborate screen of emotions, motivations, desires, conflicts, and resolutions – its chimeras of moral realism – it cannot be denied that there are times when the sedulous cultivation of the surface breaks down, allowing the heroine a moment’s self-consciousness, that dropping of the mask which is welcomed by so many readers. These are the most difficult passages to read, for they seem to turn the social satire on its head, and to admit of good and bad consequences, and the existence of loss and suffering. But then just as surely they are dissolved, and leave us struggling to decide whether we have been baited with a sophisticated burlesque.

These moments alerted D. H. Lawrence to what he thought, with characteristic disdain for the received wisdom, was an apocalyptic undertext. He called Ethelberta ‘an almost cynical comedy [which marked] the zenith of a certain feeling in the Wessex novels’, with a grim underside of ‘violent, angry passions and real tragedy, real killing of beloved people, self-killing’.33 ‘Self-killing’: the phrase seems too excessive, too heroically renunciatory, for so slight a production. Yet, in ignoring the novel’s layerings of parody and irony, Lawrence has claimed in Ethelberta a key formative text for the modernist Hardy. The very categories of selfhood, so precious to nineteenth-century realism, are being dismantled in this ‘real tragedy’. The relationship between Lawrence’s Romantic idea of a self deracinated by the comedy and the morality of art is very important. So, we must ask ourselves, does the novel drop its guard when its heroine cries, ‘God has got me in his power at last, and is going to scourge me for my bad doings’ (XLVIII)? Have the idle hands of Ethelberta been put to work by the devil? Has Hardy briefly transposed the amoral comedy for the novel with a purpose? Or is he parodying the retributive finales of such novels as The Mill on the Floss, or the less elevated works of Lynn Linton – is this the atonement of Ethelberta Petherwin?

In answering this question, it is important to understand how we are to read those related passages that switch from a comic to a lyric mode, and in doing so unearth a suddenly meditative Ethelberta. It has been argued that in these scenes Hardy’s ‘real’ poetic voice struggles free, like Ethelberta’s ‘real’ character, from the social comedy. Because this novel short-circuits the routes we would customarily take towards some kind of meaningful engagement with its characters, its occasional gestures towards unconstraint – these lyric moments – appear more authentic. But only consider how, throughout, the characters seem to play out the comedy not before a painted stage set, but as though they were themselves cardboard figures pasted over a ‘real’ world. The du Maurier illustration ‘The Harefield Estate’ (p. 186) effectively illustrates this disarming contiguity. Ethelberta and Picotee are pictured front-right before the enclosure which houses Mountclere’s starving horses. In the background the carrion tree and the ramshackle buildings represent the ‘estate’. This placement of two bemused, or vacant, Punch figures before a kind of Goyaesque chiaroscuro – their bright, fatuous social world abutting a plainly moving and moralistic spectacle – is almost surreal. How do we read this scene? Fisher reconstructs it as an allegory of Hardy’s dealings with Stephen: the knacker Neigh (Stephen) feeds the hacks (Hardy) to the hounds (the reviewers and critics).34 Neigh does not come from a family of knackers in the 1876 edition, so that allegory collapses. Perhaps the context of the vivisection debates, to which Stephen contributed an essay in the Cornhill, is important here. Hardy emphasizes the bestiality of Ethelberta’s social world throughout, particularly in relation to Mountclere, but he also introduces the broader theme of indifference, or indifferentism, as it is phrased. The characters’ blithe indifference to cruelty is an extension of this idea of vivisection. Ladywell even wishes, at one point, he could turn ‘self-vivisector’, a curious and disturbing topical coinage which characterizes the morbid introspection of the novel’s men (on Ethelberta’s introspective moments, see below). However, the meaning of the Harefield episode, as of du Maurier’s picture, is conveyed, I would suggest, in its colliding modes of vision. This meaning cannot register with the characters, who act as though they are finally indifferent to it. Picotee’s repeated ‘why did we come here?’ drifts off into the darkness as the two sisters move on, and out of that violent conjunction of modes. Ethelberta’s later memory of the scene is of a moment, quickly scotched as she rankles over the far more serious problem of her humiliation at Neigh’s discovery of her ‘research trip’.

Hardy’s set-piece landscape descriptions in chapter XXXIII, often thought the best thing in the novel, also focus on Ethelberta’s shifting position in relation to representations of the natural environment. The cottage above Knollsea Bay is one of the few spaces in which Ethelberta can return to ‘Berta Chickerel as of old’. The strain of maintaining the illusion of her high-society identity – and in the London scenes her conscience is as invisible to the reader as it is to her coterie – has become more and more oppressive with the irresolution of her marriage prospects. Ethelberta is placed, as in du Maurier’s illustration of Harefield, ‘before this picture’ of the village and the bay. But with her return to her old self comes a change in her relation to her surroundings. Or rather, there comes a change in the way she is arranged, picturesque as of old, before an intentionally aestheticized landscape – expressed in the language of pictorial conventions and the language of moral aestheticism characteristic of Romanticism. From the room in which she sits, her gaze is projected on to a radically foreshortened landscape: ‘a white butterfly… might be mistaken for the sails of a yacht… and… what seemed like a fly crawling upon the window-pane would turn out to be a boat in the bay’. This flattening out of the perspective brings the entire landscape into the plan’ of Ethelberta’s gaze, preparatory to the journey along the ridgeway which, occurring at ‘an imaginative hour with her’, she construes ‘as typical of her own fortunes’. But in mimicking the correspondence of the landscape and its perception, the text also reconstructs Ethelberta as a Romantic subject, capable of dissolving a separate world into her vision of it. This Romantic heroine is the extreme antithesis of the cool Ethelberta who negotiates the mannered object-world of the comedy, in which subjectivity is virtually not regarded. But Hardy makes sure that we see her here as no less artificial, no less made out of literary convention and language. The battle between the tragic and the comic which Ethelberta sees enacted upon the ridge is wholly coded in a kind of Romantic shorthand, invoking Shelley (‘antique land’), Blake (‘NewJerusalem’) and Keats (‘not a bird sang’) in a single paragraph. In this way, the tension in the novel between an artificial existence and an authentic one is brought back to a clash of literary periods (Augustan-Romantic) and modes (comic-tragic-lyric-melodramatic). Her visionary moment on the ridge is finally only one in a series of conventional exchanges. Throughout Ethelberta, these Romantic cues to inferiority and subjectivity are overplayed, made the stuff of bathos. The aftermath of the Cripplegate outing (after she ‘bade them adieu blithely’) is a clear example of this:


Often at such conjunctures as these, when the futility of her great undertaking was more than usually manifest, did Ethelberta long like a tired child for the conclusion of the whole matter; when her work should be over, and the evening come; when she might draw her boat upon the shore, and in some thymy nook await eternal night with a placid mind, (XXIX)



This burlesque treats as artificial – that is, it resists as authentic – the Romantic ‘self with its morbid Wertherism (the species of Romanticism Ethelberta is associated with in the Cornhill version) and its sen-timentalization of interiority. In conjunction with the comedy, it also reveals how narrative subjectivities are generated by particular conventions and associated with particular literary periods, always as a number of alternatives.35

The focus of the novel’s treatment of artificiality and its heroine’s ‘disjointed experience’ (XXIX) is the narrator, whose rejection of artifice approximates to Leslie Stephen’s position. The narrator gradually becomes more and more disapproving of a woman who will not drop her public façade, and as the novel proceeds he more and more stridently corrects this unrepentant performer. As the ‘amusing discrepancy between her physical presentment, and the inner woman’ (XVIII) becomes more conspicuous, the narrator, losing control of his charge, becomes judgmental and suspicious about her motives, and unsparing in his moral anatomy of surface and depth, façade and interior, deception and honesty.36 The novel’s intermittent surrender of the comedy of surface to other modes which signify coherent subjectivity and psychological complexity therefore plays on this narratorial fetishization of surface and depth.37 The extent of the narrator’s moral view of his heroine becomes apparent in his equation of her artificiality with Lychworth Court, comparing the authentic Gothic ruin at the heart of the building with the false classical veneer. The apotheosis of this piece of blatant fabrication is the staircase, which, in a glaring parody of Pride and Prejudice, is declared by Ethelberta to be alone worth her hand. Precisely at the climax of the narrator’s lengthy admonition of deceptive surfaces and artificial structures, Ethelberta proclaims triumphant the comedy of surface.

Hardy’s heroine remains this stubbornly superficial creation because in doing so she resists what is coercively (and partially) retailed as authenticity. The key to her resistance is her astute performances of conventions of femininity. Hardy uses Ethelberta’s brilliant career to explore four related forms of convention. The first form is present in the satire of life in high society, with its inflexible social codes and conventions, its ritual gatherings, society gossip, and pattern opinions; this is a mechanical social world, inimical to individuality and originality, a world of empty imitation and repetition. The second form can be found in the heroine’s appeal to ethical conventions. The relevance of inherited rules of conduct to individuals and individual cases is explored in Ethelberta’s attempt to measure her behaviour against such external codes, most notably when she calls upon the Utilitarians. In bridging this philosophical interlude with a reference to the casuists, Hardy reinvokes George Eliot’s ‘by-word of reproach’ in The Mill on the Floss, which hides the important truth: ‘that moral judgments must remain false and hollow, unless they are checked and enlightened by a perpetual reference to the special circumstances that mark the individual lot’.

Social ritual and ethical codes are linked, in Ethelberta, with literary convention, the inherited structures of language superimposed upon individual experience. Ethelberta’s ventures into light verse, prose romance, and epic each pattern the experience they claim to represent in highly conventional and specifically gentlered ways; indeed, it is significant that she chooses such rigidly generic, rule-bound literary forms, forms that bespeak propriety – what it is proper for a woman to write, and to be – as eloquently and as strictly as society and morality do in this novel. Furthermore, the many literary devices and genres which the novel itself exploits – satire, lyric, the Bildungsroman, the fairy-tale – likewise pattern the experience they claim to represent, and the individuals they claim to represent. The fourth form, what we might call conventions of cultural reference, is closely related to literary convention. This is visible in the critique of public knowledge which Hardy pursues throughout his career. As I stressed earlier, Victorian fiction was produced within the contexts of other forms of knowledge: travelogues, political essays, cultural debates, or literary criticism. Hardy’s notorious allusiveness was a form of legitimation. It implied that novels (made-up stories about idle aristocrats, for instance) were continuous with other elevated public texts, such as the Bible, the works of Shakespeare, the tradition of Western philosophy, the lyric poets, and so on. But this conspicuous cross-referencing was also used ironically to signal the discontinuity between the cultural past and the mundane present.38 In Ethelberta Hardy deliberately debases the value of cultural reference by including the quotations in the novel’s elaborate private jokes. The epigraph from Lucretius, for instance, is meant for Leslie Stephen’s Cornhill. It ostensibly alludes to Ethelberta’s concealment of her backstage life, but it implies more than this. From Book rv of De Rerum Natura – a natural history of sexual arousal, the strategies of courtship, and the biology of reproduction – this phrase occurs in a passage on women’s schemes to conceal their defects from their courting lovers. Mountclere’s knowledge of Ethelberta’s hidden life stimulates his erotic fantasies and his lascivious, knowing laughter. Likewise the epigraph is directed at those knowing readers who, in feeling culturally superior, also find themselves tittering at the double entendre. In this they find themselves in company with the grotesque roué, the one possessor of Ethelberta’s secret. But this quotation, affixed authoritatively on the title-page, does not, as it seems to do, ground the novel in some verity from the cultural past. The allusion serves a particular topical purpose and is ‘for the nonce simply’. It is as ephemeral in its way as the rest of the novel.

The Hand of Ethelberta, in conclusion, is about these kinds of lies: the codes and conventions, social, moral, or cultural, which are mobilized to explicate individual experience in various instances of language. This is how Hardy answers Stephen’s claim for a moral art. Ethelberta Petherwin is a public figure, but publicity for a woman is a realm of erotic speculation, a cross between the unreadable and the libertine; and her celebrity, her eloquence, and her command of the male cultural tradition call into question the conventions of public knowledge. Her aphoristic nature, yet another provocation to the dominance of the narrator, is likewise alert to the ideological interests served by generalizations and to the whole project of cultural reference, a corollary of slavish social convention, which is used to cover over the emptiness of experience.39 Most of all, Ethelberta calls into question the ideological conditions underlying the breach between patriarchal power and the submission of women: to wit, the breach between public and private. She simply does not admit of that conditioning, that submission, and she resists it in resisting privacy itself. There is no private, unified, autonomous Ethelberta, only a reflex of the desires and conventions of the packed houses she performs in:


Then she began, and the sweetness of her singing was such that even the most unsympathetic honoured her by looking as if they would be willing to listen to every note the song contained if it were not quite so much trouble to do so. Some were so interested that, instead of continuing their conversation, they remained in silent consideration of how they would continue it when they had finished; while the particularly civil people arranged their countenances into every attentive form that the mind could devise. One emotional gentleman looked at the corner of a chair as if, till that moment such an object had never crossed his vision before; the movement of his finger to the imagined tune was, for the deaf old clergyman, a perfect mine of interest; whilst a young man from the country was powerless to put an end to an enchanted gaze at nothing at all in the exact middle of the room before him.



Ethelberta is so thoroughly imbued with conventionality that she can at once perform the role of the unconventional woman (so familiar in the Victorian novel) and appear to be slavishly conventional. It also allows her to switch modes, as the novel does, so readily: she is ‘that curious undefined character which interprets itself to each admirer as whatever he would like to have it’ (x). This resourcefulness extends to Ethelberta’s negotiation of men in print. In a memorable speech, she aphoristically warns Picotee off public proverbs: ‘“don’t you go believing in sayings, Picotee: they are all made by men, for their own advantages. Women who use public proverbs as a guide through events are those who have not ingenuity enough to make private ones as each event occurs”’ (XII). Ethelberta turns the male cultural heritage to her own advantage, adapting and distorting it at her own convenience, and as each event occurs. This cultural opportunism aids her in her constant re-invention and her subversive conformity. Thus, when she is troubled in a conversation with Christopher by her comically clichéd ‘originality’ of thought, she adds, in parenthesis, ‘as everybody says’, insisting to him that she does ‘not use the words as a form to cover a hopeless blank’. But since she has just thrown the ‘real’ story of Ethelberta on the fire, we realize that what remains of her is precisely only what ‘everybody says’. So perhaps in the end it is really Ethelberta – the ‘very anomalous sort of woman’ (x) who dominates this curious anomaly in Hardy’s oeuvre – who is finally that object of ‘an enchanted gaze at nothing at all in the exact middle of the room’.
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