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Heredity

I am the family face;

Flesh perishes, I live on,

Projecting trait and trace

Through time to times anon,

And leaping from place to place

Over oblivion.

The years-heired feature that can

In curve and voice and eye

Despise the human span

Of durance – that is I;

The eternal thing in man,

That heeds no call to die.

Thomas Hardy (1917)
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Introduction: ‘Down their carved names the rain-drop ploughs’

There is an ever-growing academic interest in folk horror with journal specials and books being produced at an ever-increasing rate. This has yet to match the pace of the creative folk horror infused output of fiction writers and film and television makers. Folk horror fan sites sweep the internet; the Folk Horror Revival and Urban Weird Network reaches a wide audience and Helleborzine grows in popularity with every new edition. This renewed interest in folk horror, or perhaps an interest in a renewed folk horror, arguably gained recognition in the academy in 2014 with the Fiend in the Furrows conference at Queen’s University in Belfast and in 2016 with Otherworldy: Folk Horror Revival at the British Museum. Further folk horror-inspired conferences have been held at the University of Bristol, Leeds Metropolitan University, Falmouth University and York St John University. Recent academic texts have been written to meet the popular interest in the genre, most particularly Adam Scovell’s ubiquitous and defining 2017 text Folk Horror: Hours Strange and Things Dreadful and the special issue of Revenant Journal, edited by folk horror studies pioneer Dawn Keetley in 2020. There is a forthcoming comprehensive Routledge Companion to Folk Horror (Edgar and Johnson), a text on folk horror from Louis Bayman and Kevin Donnelly and Dawn Keetley and Jeffrey Tolbert’s edition of Horror Studies journal.

This book seeks to add to these ongoing discussions by tracing a line of folk horror whose roots can be found in Britain in the late nineteenth century, most specifically in the work of Thomas Hardy. Although popular research suggests that the definition of folk horror starts in 2010 in reviewing the popular artefacts of the late 1960s and early 1970s, this book suggests that there is a much deeper history and lineage to be considered. Whilst foregrounding folk horror as a genre in the opening chapter, this is a book about Hardy and how he can be viewed through the lens of a genre which is formally defined more than a century later. This is not to suggest that this book provides a new and totalizing view of Hardy’s work; as is evident from this text there is a clear recognition that Hardy’s work and in particular his novels represent variety in form and content. There are, however, particular motifs that run throughout and are perhaps most clearly seen in his short fiction – the work that is less studied, less adapted and is perhaps less familiar. However these themes are also present to varying degrees in some of his novels and later poetry. Whichever the form being analysed, part of the power of Hardy’s work is in his totalizing creation and conception of Wessex – a topography which uneasily and eerily maps over ours. Tracy Hayes and the Hardy Society are currently leading on this work with a symposia and publications on the darker side of Hardy’s work. What is most striking in Hardy’s work is the tension between tradition and innovation, the rural and the urban, folklore and enlightenment, a landed class and working class, folk belief and Christianity. However these are not narrative dialectics, sources of conflict which raise drama to then be overcome with subsequent narrative conclusion. Rather the unease so central to his work is created by the perpetual co-existence of two states.

Of Hardy’s short fiction it is only The Withered Arm that has previously been embraced by those interested in folk horror, most recently in Richard Wells’ Damnable Tales and Edward Parnell’s Ghostland. Hardy’s presence is however most keenly felt and referenced by Andrew Michael Hurley in Starve Acre, the title itself a reference to Tess of the d’Urbervilles, and in the work of Benjamin Myers, both of whom discuss Hardy in interviews. As Myers suggests in his introduction to Damnable Tales, Hardy is not normally associated with horror; indeed an aspect that is central to this book is that his work is far more unsettling than it is horrific (although there are elements of the latter). This is why his work is so significant to a folk horror lineage and one of the reasons that he has been previously sidelined. His work is suggestive of an early form of the genre, what might be identified as ‘Hardyan Folk Horror’, exactly because it seeks to unsettle and disturb rather than invoke a horrific response. This is a strand of folk horror which takes place in the daylight, in broadly ordinary circumstances which are made strange by the people who inhabit Wessex and particularly Egdon Heath.

Hardy’s ‘achievement’ as an artist was to remain open to both reason and unreason, belief and disbelief, Gods and gods, the magical and the mundane. He can be found responding to the loss of a single over-riding religious meta-narrative with a rehabilitated paganism which imbues the landscape with its own inherent meaning. As Charles Taylor says: ‘In face of the opposition between orthodox and unbelief, many, and among them the best and most sensitive minds, were cross-pressured, looking for a third way’ (C. Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of Modern Identity 302). Hardy was of this number. Hardy embodies many of the complexities of the modern mind, and nothing in Hardy was more modern than his nostalgia for the pre-modern. In response to this tumult of social, cultural, philosophical and religious change, he invested himself in materials that remained beyond its reach.

Chapter 1 establishes the contextual framework of folk horror and establishes the characteristics of the genre through analysis of foundational critical works and the analysis of contemporary examples. This establishes key ambiguities in the definition and how the view of a ‘Hardyan Folk Horror’ functions. In many ways Hardy epitomized his age. He was caught in the intellectual and cultural crosscurrents, pulled by the competing claims of Christianity and Scientific Materialism, mourning his lost faith, haunted by the loss. Hardy was between intolerable extremes, most specifically between the ‘picture-book Christianity’ to which he could not return, and an atheism that rendered only a cold grey flat image of the world. One represented an unsupportable excess of meaning, the other threatened its total loss. Hardy may not have confessed to suffering dark nights of intellectual crisis but he did struggle to keep the disparate sides of himself together: the religious and the ‘enlightened’, the romantic and the realistic, the intellectual and the non-intellectual.

Hardy held these tensions in a rather unstable, that is, inconsistent, equilibrium. Whichever side of himself, Hardy cared to reveal its opposite could still show through. It is surprising to suggest that Hardy, often thought of as the most ‘localized’ of nineteenth-century English novelists, was in fact profoundly affected by a severe case of dislocation. Chapters 2, 3 and 4 debate the philosophical and theological context in which Hardy emerged: the contextual analyses, the context in which he worked. The focus in these chapters is to analyse how Hardy was haunted by his past and then how this manifested itself in his work. The contemporary concern with Hauntology is identified as something not so contemporary in that it is applied to Hardy’s concern with the social structure and belief system of his past. That Hardy was ‘time-torn’ is developed in Chapters 4 and 5 and these debate Hardy’s narrative form, and how this reflects his philosophical position. Even though Hardy’s delivery of narrative at times anticipated the traits of twentieth-century literary modernism, Hardy was comfortable in his use of it in conveying the folkloric beliefs and practices of nineteenth-century Wessex. Hardy asserted that the subject matter of folk belief, often embodying the tropes of (what would later be defined as) folk horror, existed beyond and above traditional modes of literary representation. Chapters 4 and 5 analyse the darker elements of Hardy’s work, his creation and evocation of landscape in Egdon Heath and the function of Wessex as a haunted county. Chapter 7 examines hardy in adaptation and in particular how that which can be seen to be connected to folk horror are supressed in the 1980s and 1980s as his work is subjugated by politicized manifestations of heritage. The presence of Hardy can still be felt in a contemporary line and the conclusion draws out parallels in P. J. Harvey’s Orlam (2022).


1

Foundations: Towards a Hardyan folk horror

Folk horror is, in definition, a curiously modern concern. It is impossible to attempt a definition of the genre without reference to Mark Gatiss’ 2010 documentary A History of Horror (Jardine) where he interviews director Piers Haggard who, it is often claimed, first uses the phrase. Although, as Dawn Keetley identifies, the ‘two central designations of folk horror – in 1970 in Kine Weekly and in 2010 in Gatiss’ documentary – helpfully mark what can be seen as the two waves of folk horror, each with their own representative texts’ (Keetley, ‘Defining Folk Horror’ 1). This identification of two periods of folk horror, the latter defining the former, is the starting point for a contemporary understanding of the nature of the genre. The argument herein is, however, that there is a further preceding moment where folk horror, as it is defined in contemporary terms, can be seen. This is not a lineage which identifies its roots in M. R. James, Arthur Machen et al., although this strand is important and debated in other analyses. This is a line of folk horror which can be seen in the work of Thomas Hardy, which is more akin to a line of contemporary texts. Many of the socio-political circumstances in which Thomas Hardy was writing are replicated in the 2020s. As Keetley further notes in considering a definition:

The first wave of folk horror extended from roughly 1968 to 1979 … The second wave began in roughly 2008 … [and] has moved in two directions – forward, shaping new incarnations, as well as backward, revisiting and reworking the defining folk horror texts from the late 1960s and 1970s.

(Keetley, ‘Defining Folk Horror’ 1)

It is the vital function of looking back and reconsidering earlier texts as a methodological approach to considering the work of Hardy, where a further understanding of the context in which he was working and the form his work took benefit from a recognition of parallels.

There are inevitable differences between Hardy as a progenitor of folk horror and the burgeoning number of texts that appear in the late 1960s and 1970s or the volume of work being produced now, with a mass audience in mind. Looking forward there is much work being done on the international and transnational dimension of Folk Horror, particularly in New England (Walsh) (Hauke) and beyond (Thurgill, ‘Strange Permutations, Eerie Dis/locations: On the cultural and geographic specificity of Japanese folk horror’) (K. M. Johnson), but in origin the genre is peculiarly British. The political scene of the later 2000s arguably gave rise to what Andy Paciorek and Darren Charles would define and in turn promote as the ‘Folk Horror Revival’. It is significant that much of the current interest in the form stems from a ‘folk’ interest which in turn can be identified as relating to class. The recurrence of class and social distinction as central to folk horror is paralleled in the context in which Hardy was writing and was something that affected him personally. This is an instance of a theme which is central – existing on borders and never quite belonging with a resultant sense of perennial unease.

Topographies

Hardy is a ‘time torn man’, as referenced in the title of Claire Tomalin’s expansive biography and there is a similarity in the change in society that existed in the late nineteenth century. This is a period of dramatic social and philosophical upheaval with shifting patterns of rural to urban dwelling alongside rapid urbanization. The socio-political situation for many people in the early nineteenth century was unstable, where there was a clear separation between the rural and the urban, and subsequently away from tradition. The post-Empire world of the late 1960s proved to be equally unstable with Britain’s place as ‘the sick man of Europe’ throwing political discourse about nation and status into doubt. In a period of slow economic and industrial decline, the representation of the past, and in terms of Britain this was a rural past, became a dark place. In the new millennium the question of Britain’s status in the world has once again become a national concern and political tool. The resurgence of right-wing nationalism has given the past a more dangerous character in how it can be and is used. Whereas for some there is comfort in tradition, or at least a version of tradition and the past which suits, much writing about contemporary folk Horror in Britain refers inevitably to shifting notions of class, status and Britain’s place in the
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