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    This premium single-author collection brings together the major imaginative and critical writings of Thomas Hardy in one comprehensive set: fifteen novels, fifty‑three short stories gathered in his principal story volumes and other tales, more than six hundred and fifty poems across his published collections, the verse drama The Dynasts, and selected nonfiction essays. Drawn from the breadth of Hardy’s career, these works chart his evolution from early fiction to late poetry and criticism. The purpose is twofold: to present the scope of Hardy’s achievement in every major genre he practiced, and to offer readers an integrated view of his art, concerns, and lasting contribution to English letters.

The writings collected here are unified by a distinctive imaginative territory: Hardy’s partly real, partly invented Wessex, a re-creation of south‑western England whose towns, heathlands, and coastlines become a continuous stage for human endeavor. Across prose and verse, landscape is not mere backdrop but an active presence shaping lives. Hardy’s world encompasses rural customs and emerging modernities, intimate dramas and public histories, the seasonal pulse of agrarian life and the disruptions of industry and empire. That continuity of place and atmosphere allows readers to perceive how related themes echo from novel to story, from drama to lyric.

The novels gathered range from pastoral romance to social tragedy, each framed by Hardy’s concern with character, choice, and chance. Under the Greenwood Tree traces village courtship and community music-making. Far from the Madding Crowd follows an independent farmer and the suitors drawn to her farm. The Return of the Native sets intersecting ambitions against the somber expanses of Egdon Heath. The Mayor of Casterbridge studies a man’s rise and struggle with the consequences of a rash early act. The Woodlanders examines loyalty and class in a forest village. Tess of the d’Urbervilles and Jude the Obscure confront social convention and personal aspiration with rare candor.

Complementing these central achievements are novels that display Hardy’s range. A Pair of Blue Eyes presents a young woman navigating affection and expectation. The Trumpet‑Major revisits the Napoleonic era through coastal life and military presence. Two on a Tower explores a love tested by rank and scientific vocation. The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid offers a brief, sparkling study of innocence meeting worldliness. The Well‑Beloved follows an artist’s lifelong chase after an ideal. Desperate Remedies brings sensation‑novel plotting to Wessex settings. The Hand of Ethelberta blends social comedy with performance and disguise, while A Laodicean considers modern taste set against inherited tradition.

The short fiction, assembled here in Wessex Tales, Life’s Little Ironies, A Few Crusted Characters, A Group of Noble Dames, A Changed Man and Other Tales, and other stories, distills Hardy’s art to concentrated scenes of irony, humor, and pathos. These tales introduce itinerant laborers, artisans, soldiers, and gentlefolk whose fortunes turn on small decisions and larger pressures. Their frames and storytellers preserve local speech and custom, while their plots illuminate the moral economy of rural society. The stories often return to recognizable places, allowing motifs from the novels—luck, secrecy, estrangement—to reappear in miniature.

Hardy’s mastery of the tale shows in his economy and design. He favors closely observed incidents that pivot on misunderstandings, belated recognitions, or the quiet tyranny of custom. Frames such as village gatherings or clubroom conversations lend communal perspective to private histories. Characters are rarely reduced to types; even in brief compass, they carry memories and motives that enlarge their situations. The result is a gallery of Wessex lives that can be read singly for their craft or collectively for the larger portrait they form of a society in transition, attentive to both its continuities and its dislocations.

The Dynasts, Hardy’s ambitious drama in verse, extends his narrative reach to the European scale. Centered on the Napoleonic wars, it juxtaposes battlefield, cabinet room, and countryside, tracing historical momentum without sacrificing local texture. The work’s panoramic movement and reflective passages explore the relation between individual agency and impersonal forces. By staging history in poetic form, Hardy merges his descriptive powers with meditative inquiry, creating a dramatic counterpart to the novels’ interplay of will, accident, and circumstance, while demonstrating his command of large structures built from lucid, scene‑by‑scene particulars.

Hardy’s poetry—represented here by Wessex Poems and Other Verses, Poems of the Past and the Present, Time’s Laughingstocks and Other Verses, Satires of Circumstance, Moments of Vision, Late Lyrics and Earlier, and other pieces—reveals an astonishing variety of form and mood. He writes ballads, elegies, dramatic monologues, and meditative lyrics, often anchored in a named place or vividly rendered weather. His diction can be spare or richly textured; his meters traditional yet flexibly handled. Across the volumes, readers will find reflections on love, memory, nature, the passage of time, and the ironies that bind personal feeling to historical change.

A hallmark of the later poetry is its searching treatment of remembrance and loss, alongside an unsentimental clarity about the past. Hardy often records ordinary encounters with the force of revelation, allowing small objects, roads, and rooms to bear the weight of time. He is attentive to the afterlife of events in recollection and to the estrangements created by modern life. Notable within these volumes is the group of poems written in 1912–13, which exemplifies his power to turn private experience into art of universal resonance, while sustaining the exactness of place, season, and sensation.

The nonfiction gathered under Other Works—The Dorsetshire Labourer, The Rev. William Barnes, B.D., The Science of Fiction, The Profitable Reading of Fiction, Candour in English Fiction, Memories of Church Restoration, and short essays—shows Hardy as observer, advocate, and critic. He writes about rural conditions and cultural heritage, pays tribute to a fellow poet of Dorset, and reflects on craft and ethics in narrative art. These pieces illuminate his commitments: to clear seeing, to truthful representation, and to the preservation of local knowledge within a rapidly changing society.

Across genres, Hardy’s signatures are unmistakable: the shaping presence of landscape; the play of chance with intention; a humane, attentive eye for ordinary lives; irony that exposes yet does not cheapen feeling; and an architect’s control of pattern and echo. His narrators and speakers are alert to the limits of certainty, yet they persist in testing what can be known. Although written across the late Victorian and early twentieth‑century decades, the works anticipate later modern concerns with skepticism, memory, and fractured time, while remaining rooted in the textures of fields, streets, and weather.

This collection invites varied pathways: to read chronologically and watch an artist deepen his means; to read by form and compare the compression of a tale with the amplitude of a novel; to trace a place across mediums; or to follow a theme—love, work, belief, survival—from early prose to late verse. It assembles, in one illustrated volume, the range and integrity of Hardy’s accomplishment. Taken together, these works constitute not only a library of Wessex but a sustained inquiry into how human beings make, and unmake, their lives within the larger patterns of the world.
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    Thomas Hardy (1840–1928) was an English novelist, short-story writer, dramatist, and poet whose work spans the late Victorian into the early twentieth century. Best known for his cycle of ‘Wessex’ books set in a semi-fictionalized southwest England, he fused meticulous social observation with a tragic sense of human limitation. Novels such as Far from the Madding Crowd, The Return of the Native, The Mayor of Casterbridge, The Woodlanders, Tess of the d’Urbervilles, and Jude the Obscure secured his place as a central figure in English realism and naturalism. In later life he turned primarily to poetry, producing influential volumes across three decades.

Hardy grew up near Dorchester, Dorset, in a rural environment whose customs, dialects, and landscape he would later memorialize as ‘Wessex.’ His formal schooling was modest, and he trained as an architect, apprenticed in Dorchester and later employed in London, where he worked on church restorations. The discipline of surveying, drawing, and studying medieval buildings sharpened his eye for exact detail and historical layering, traits evident throughout his fiction. While still working in architecture he began to publish prose, and by the early 1870s he committed to writing, issuing Desperate Remedies, Under the Greenwood Tree, and A Pair of Blue Eyes in quick succession.

Far from the Madding Crowd brought Hardy his first wide success and the freedom to write full time. He developed Wessex into a coherent imaginative province, mapping real Dorset towns to fictional names and exploring the pressures of class, custom, and chance upon rural communities. During the later 1870s and 1880s he produced a remarkable series: The Return of the Native, The Trumpet-Major, Two on a Tower, The Hand of Ethelberta, A Laodicean, The Mayor of Casterbridge, and The Woodlanders. These books range from pastoral to tragic, yet all show his distinctive blend of exact topography, ironic plotting, and sympathy for constrained lives.

Hardy’s final phase as a novelist intensified his critique of social convention and moral rigidity. Tess of the d’Urbervilles probes inherited status, sexual double standards, and the workings of chance; Jude the Obscure confronts education, marriage law, and religious expectation with unsparing candour. Both provoked controversy, even as many readers recognized their psychological power and tragic architecture. The Well-Beloved revisited the themes of desire and idealization with experimental structure, and shorter fiction such as The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid showed his continuing interest in class boundary crossings. After the storm over Jude, Hardy abandoned the novel and turned decisively to verse.

Parallel to the novels, Hardy cultivated short fiction as a laboratory for voice and form. Wessex Tales established the regional palette; A Group of Noble Dames offered framed narratives of courtship and status; Life’s Little Ironies and A Few Crusted Characters distilled his fascination with accident, custom, and unanticipated consequence. A Changed Man and Other Tales and other late groupings extend these motifs, often compressing expansive novelistic concerns into taut episodes. Across these stories, Hardy refined a style that balances colloquial immediacy with authorial irony, using minor tradespeople, wayfarers, and parish figures to illuminate broader social transformations without sacrificing local color.

From the 1890s, poetry became Hardy’s chief medium. Wessex Poems and Other Verses and Poems of the Past and the Present announced a voice at once plainspoken and formally resourceful. Time’s Laughingstocks and Other Verses, Satires of Circumstance, Moments of Vision, and Late Lyrics and Earlier meditate on memory, time, loss, rural change, and the often impersonal forces shaping human lives. His large-scale dramatic epic The Dynasts, set during the Napoleonic Wars, extends his panoramic view to European history, combining chorus-like commentary with vivid scene painting. As a poet, Hardy bridged Victorian cadence and emerging modern sensibilities, influencing subsequent generations.

Hardy also wrote essays and reflections that outline his aesthetic and social concerns, including The Dorsetshire Labourer, The Rev. William Barnes, B.D., The Science of Fiction, The Profitable Reading of Fiction, Candour in English Fiction, Memories of Church Restoration, and various Short Essays. Spending his later decades in Dorset, he continued to refine his poetic craft and to oversee editions of his prose. He died in 1928; his ashes were interred in Westminster Abbey, while his association with Stinsford near Dorchester remained emblematic. Hardy’s legacy endures in the modern novel’s moral seriousness, in regional writing, and in poetry’s engagement with ordinary lives.
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    Thomas Hardy’s career spans late Victorian Britain into the early twentieth century, bridging the high tide of industrial and imperial expansion with the disillusionment of modern war. Born in 1840 in rural Dorset and active until his death in 1928, Hardy set most fiction and much poetry in “Wessex,” a reimagined Southwest England grounded in real counties and towns. The works gathered here—fifteen novels, five major short-story collections, the vast verse drama The Dynasts, and multiple lyric volumes—trace transformations from the 1830s through the First World War era. They dramatize the friction between local custom and national modernization, while engaging contemporary debates about religion, law, science, and art.

The nineteenth century’s rural upheavals form Hardy’s central historical backdrop. Agricultural mechanization, improved roads, and an expanding railway network altered labor, markets, and mobility across the countryside. Population shifts drained villages of young workers toward regional towns and London. Under the Greenwood Tree (1872) and Far from the Madding Crowd (1874) capture communities negotiating new machines and market rhythms, while The Return of the Native (1878) embeds ancient seasonal rites within a society exposed to modern commerce. Across Wessex, Hardy records the waning of localized trades, inter-parish economies, and customary festivals as the national economy consolidates and regional isolation erodes.

Religious life in Hardy’s Wessex reflects Victorian ecclesiastical change. The Oxford Movement and the nineteenth-century church-restoration boom reshaped parish worship, replacing west-gallery bands with organs and standardizing ritual and space. Under the Greenwood Tree registers this shift at ground level, while Hardy’s essay Memories of Church Restoration reflects on the process historically. Simultaneously, challenges to traditional belief—from historical biblical criticism to new science—troubled mid-century consciences. A Laodicean (1881), with its emblematic title, explores a modern “lukewarmness” amid rival claims of medievalist piety and technological progress, revealing how religious institutions and rural sociability were refitted to a national culture increasingly oriented toward central authority and urban norms.

Hardy’s fiction is attuned to political reform and local governance. The Reform Acts of 1832, 1867, and 1884 expanded the franchise and reorganized representation, while the Secret Ballot Act (1872) and the County Councils Act (1888) altered civic life. The Mayor of Casterbridge (1886) explores municipal ambition, market regulation, and civic identity in a corn-trading town exposed to new commercial rules. Essays such as The Dorsetshire Labourer (1883) survey wages, migration, and organization among farmworkers during a period when the National Agricultural Labourers’ Union briefly thrived. Through town halls, market houses, and poor-relief arrangements, Hardy maps how governance reached more deeply into previously customary rural spheres.

Economic volatility is everywhere in Hardy’s Wessex. The repeal of the Corn Laws (1846) and, later, the “Great Depression” in British agriculture (c. 1873–1896), intensified by American grain imports and disastrous weather in 1879, destabilized rural livelihoods. The Mayor of Casterbridge registers grain-price shocks and the arrival of rail-borne competition. The Woodlanders (1887) depicts a woodland economy vulnerable to external markets and professionalized medicine. Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891) follows seasonal labor circuits across dairying and arable districts in the 1880s. Even older trades—like the reddleman’s dye in The Return of the Native—appear as survivals on the brink of extinction, framed by a national economy reorganizing at scale.

Victorian debates over gender, marriage, and legal reform course through this collection. The Matrimonial Causes Act (1857) introduced civil divorce; the Married Women’s Property Acts (1870, 1882) granted married women rights to earnings and property. Yet social double standards persisted. Tess of the d’Urbervilles challenged prevailing morality in the 1890s periodical press, prompting controversies about representation and propriety. Jude the Obscure (1895) probed constraints of marriage law and social convention upon education and aspiration. A Laodicean, with Paula Power—heiress to a railway contractor—dramatizes female agency amid new wealth. The Hand of Ethelberta (1876) surveys urban performance culture, mapping possibilities and limits for women’s social mobility.

Educational reform and class aspiration define Hardy’s later-Victorian settings. The Elementary Education Act (1870) expanded basic schooling; literacy rose, cheap print proliferated, and Mechanics’ Institutes and circulating libraries supported self-improvement. Yet older universities preserved formidable financial and social barriers even after religious tests eased in the 1870s. Jude the Obscure condenses these tensions through Christminster (a fictional Oxford), exposing the gap between national rhetoric of merit and the actual economics of advancement. Hardy’s essays on fiction and reading address the period’s pedagogic claims for literature, while his characters’ autodidactic labors situate Wessex within broader nineteenth-century cultures of study and examination.

Hardy’s writing engages the century’s scientific temper. Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) intensified public debate about time, design, and chance; geology popularized deep history; new instruments widened amateur inquiry. A Pair of Blue Eyes (1873) stages a cliffside encounter with geological strata, while Two on a Tower (1882) anchors its romance in observational astronomy, telescopes, and the social networks of Victorian science. In A Laodicean, photography and engineering mark modern technique’s intrusion into aristocratic domains. Throughout, Hardy juxtaposes empirical curiosity and fatalistic patterning, integrating scientific language with older providential vocabularies to register a culture negotiating new explanatory frameworks.

Military history and imperial horizons appear both locally and panoramically. The Trumpet-Major (1880) and The Dynasts (Part I 1904; II 1906; III 1908) revisit the Napoleonic Wars from Wessex vantage points—militia encampments, coastal alarms, and royal visits to Weymouth—then expand to a Europe-spanning chronicle built from documentary sources. In Poems of the Past and the Present (1901), “Drummer Hodge” reflects on the Second Boer War (1899–1902), locating global conflict within a provincial soldier’s fate. Later volumes register the coming of the First World War—“Channel Firing” (1914) and “In Time of ‘The Breaking of Nations’” (1915)—measuring modern battle against the longue durée of rural labor and landscape.

Folk custom and legal modernity intersect in Hardy’s short fiction and novels. The Return of the Native opens with bonfires associated with autumnal rites, setting ancestral observance against encroaching regulation. Wessex Tales includes “The Withered Arm,” where belief in charms coexists with assize routines and penal spectacle typical of early- to mid-Victorian provincial justice. Under the Greenwood Tree preserves seasonal caroling and parish sociability threatened by ecclesiastical standardization. Such scenes document the coexistence—often frictional—of customary law, informal arbitration, and the expanding bureaucracy of magistrates, police, and Poor Law institutions across nineteenth-century rural England.

Urbanization and new cultural markets reshape Hardy’s characters’ trajectories. London’s periodical press, theatres, and salons in The Hand of Ethelberta offer routes for performance and authorship tied to expanding middle-class consumption. Desperate Remedies (1871), influenced by contemporary sensation fiction, explores city intrigues and professionalized surveillance. A Laodicean counterposes medieval fabric with modern capital and technical skill, while The Well-Beloved (1897), set around the Isle of Portland’s quarries and maritime trades, connects local stone to national building booms. The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid (1883) engages with class crossing and spectacle, testing the social permeability promised—but rarely delivered—by metropolitan glamour.

Hardy wrote for, and about, the Victorian literary marketplace. Serialization in leading journals shaped pacing and tone: Far from the Madding Crowd appeared in the Cornhill Magazine (1874). Tess of the d’Urbervilles was serialized in the Graphic (1891) with alterations to satisfy periodical propriety before full publication. Essays including The Science of Fiction, The Profitable Reading of Fiction, and Candour in English Fiction address realism, censorship, and readers’ moral expectations during decades when circulating libraries exerted commercial pressure. The fierce reception of Jude the Obscure contributed to Hardy’s shift from novels to poetry, highlighting how public norms policed narrative content in late Victorian Britain.

Language and regional identity are historical subjects in themselves. Hardy’s close attention to dialect registers a linguistic landscape altered by schooling, print, and mobility. His memoir of The Rev. William Barnes, B.D.—the Dorset philologist and dialect poet—honors a figure who documented local speech and culture as they receded under national standardization. In fiction and verse, Hardy’s careful representation of idiom, proverbial wisdom, and place-names preserves oral textures threatened by modern education acts and homogenizing media. The result is both literary effect and documentary record, situating Wessex within nineteenth-century debates about language, nation, and the value of “folk” tradition.

The short-story collections operate as social microhistory. Wessex Tales (1888) assembles local legends and legal curiosities into narratives of change. A Group of Noble Dames (1891) revisits earlier centuries to examine inheritance, rank, and gendered reputation. Life’s Little Ironies (1894) treats accidents of law and chance under modern institutions, while A Few Crusted Characters (1891) preserves village talk as testimony to a passing social order. A Changed Man and Other Tales (1913), published in the Edwardian aftermath, extends Hardy’s historical range. Stories such as “The Fiddler of the Reels” explicitly reference the Great Exhibition of 1851, placing industrial spectacle beside resilient rural entertainments.

Landscape functions as historical archive throughout the collection. Egdon Heath in The Return of the Native and the woodlands of The Woodlanders present ecologies shaped by centuries of labor—furze-cutting, hoop-making, coppicing—now pressured by new markets and transport. Hardy observes drainage schemes, enclosure legacies, and estate “improvements” that reconfigure paths, rights, and views. His verse often pairs geological or seasonal time with human lifespans, positioning rural work within deep natural cycles. Such attention aligns with nineteenth-century natural history and surveying cultures—maps, parish histories, county guides—by which Victorians inventoried the land even as they transformed it.

The Dynasts embodies Hardy’s most ambitious historical method. Written in the Edwardian years, its three parts draw upon memoirs, dispatches, and histories to stage the Napoleonic era as a panoramic, quasi-choric spectacle. The drama’s publication coincided with commemorations around Trafalgar’s centenary (1905), feeding a renewed British interest in the period. Unconstrained by stage practicalities, Hardy moves from cabinets to battlefields, reframing Wessex coasts within continental geopolitics. The work converses with nineteenth-century historicism and the documentary theatre of print culture, closing the circle between local memory in Dorset and Europe’s upheavals a century earlier.

Hardy’s poetry volumes register fin-de-siècle and wartime sensibilities. Wessex Poems (1898) gathers earlier lyrics and site-specific pieces; Poems of the Past and the Present (1901) crosses imperial and provincial themes; Time’s Laughingstocks (1909) refines ballad and dramatic monologue forms; Satires of Circumstance (1914) and Moments of Vision (1917) face pre-war tensions and wartime shocks with historical irony. Late Lyrics and Earlier (1922) returns to places altered over decades. Across these books, Hardy weighs modernity’s claims—speed, empire, invention—against continuities of labour, eros, and loss, employing traditional stanzaic forms to interrogate a transformed public sphere and literary audience. Hardy’s essays situate this poetics within contemporary criticism and pedagogy, clarifying his historical commitments to candour and realism in English fiction and verse. Together with The Dorsetshire Labourer and short occasional writings, they reveal a writer who theorized the responsibilities of representation amid rapid change. These prose reflections document late-Victorian disputes over the social uses of literature, the ethics of depicting sexuality and poverty, and the instructive value of narrative for a mass readership curated by editors, libraries, and schools. The collection thus frames Hardy not merely as storyteller but as participant in national debates about culture and truth-telling. Hardy’s Wessex is anchored in identifiable Victorian and Edwardian touchstones—reform legislation, agricultural depression, railways, restorationist churchcraft, scientific professionalization, and mass print. Yet its dramatic conflicts arise from ordinary institutions: parish, market, barracks, assize, farm, and schoolroom. Specific texts—The Mayor of Casterbridge on grain markets, Jude the Obscure on universities, Two on a Tower on astronomy—convert structural shifts into intimate choices. The short stories preserve micro-events and beliefs otherwise absent from official records, while the poetry generalizes local experience into reflections on transience, war, and continuity. Across genres, history appears as lived pressure rather than pageant. Political and social developments are mirrored rather than merely cited: debates over marriage law and female property animate Tess and A Laodicean; franchise expansion and civic reform frame Casterbridge’s public life; scientific controversies structure A Pair of Blue Eyes and Two on a Tower. The drama of The Dynasts recasts national memory at epic scale, while Boer War and First World War poems mediate distant campaigns through provincial sensibility. This reciprocal movement—from policy to parish and back—defines Hardy’s historical method. Later readers have returned to Hardy’s corpus through successive lenses—social history, gender studies, book history, environmental criticism—without exhausting its documentary richness. Because the works record how modernization reached remote districts—via threshing engines, school boards, organs, and rails—the collection serves as commentary on the nineteenth century’s uneven transformations. Situated between eyewitness report and imaginative reconstruction, these novels, stories, essays, and poems continue to offer a layered archive for understanding Britain’s passage from Victorian confidence to twentieth-century scrutiny.
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    Early Pastoral and Courtship Novels (Under the Greenwood Tree; A Pair of Blue Eyes)
These early Wessex narratives center on courtship, community ritual, and the tug between personal feeling and social expectation. Under the Greenwood Tree offers a gently ironic portrait of village life and music as affections are tested by class and custom, while A Pair of Blue Eyes sharpens the triangle of love and conscience against rugged landscapes. The tone is lyrical and observant, foreshadowing the moral complexity and fatal turns of Hardy’s later work.
Major Wessex Tragedies I (Far from the Madding Crowd; The Return of the Native; The Mayor of Casterbridge)
These novels chart desire, chance, and character under pressure within a vividly realized rural economy. Far from the Madding Crowd balances independence and attachment amid rival suitors and reversals; The Return of the Native sets ardent wishes against an elemental heath; The Mayor of Casterbridge follows a self-made figure whose past and temperament drive dramatic change. The mood is panoramic and fateful, with irony and compassion revealing how individual choices collide with community and circumstance.
Major Wessex Tragedies II (The Woodlanders; Tess of the d'Urbervilles; Jude the Obscure)
Hardy’s mature tragedies deepen his critique of social constraint and moral double standards. The Woodlanders traces loyalty, desire, and modern encroachment in a woodland community; Tess of the d’Urbervilles portrays a young woman confronting chance, power, and judgment; Jude the Obscure follows ambition and learning thwarted by institutions and the laws of marriage. The tone is unsparing yet tender, exposing the costs of aspiration and the limits imposed by class, convention, and time.
Experiments in Romance, Art, and Social Performance (Two on a Tower; The Hand of Ethelberta; A Laodicean; The Well-Beloved; The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid)
These works play with unconventional pairings, shifting identities, and the theater of social life. Two on a Tower frames a cross-class attachment within scientific pursuit; The Hand of Ethelberta turns on wit, storytelling, and strategic self-presentation; A Laodicean contrasts tradition with modern energies and indecision; The Well-Beloved follows an artist’s elusive ideal across years; and The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid offers a light yet pointed episode of love and mobility. The register ranges from playful to searching, probing how performance, desire, and modernity reshape feeling.
Historical and Sensation Narratives (The Trumpet-Major; Desperate Remedies)
Set against a backdrop of military alarms and coastal anxieties, The Trumpet-Major entwines loyalty, rivalry, and steadfastness in a tale of love during unsettled times. Desperate Remedies ventures into sensation fiction, with secrets, concealment, and moral tests propelling a swift sequence of twists. Together they reveal Hardy’s range, marrying brisk plotting to his persistent concerns with fate, honor, and the pressures of circumstance.
Story Collections of Wessex Life (Wessex Tales; Life's Little Ironies; A Few Crusted Characters)
These collections assemble village voices, chance-driven turns, and the moral ambiguities of everyday life. Wessex Tales sketches decisive moments in rural settings; Life’s Little Ironies dwells on unintended outcomes and social blind spots; A Few Crusted Characters preserves anecdote and oral flavor in compact portraits. The tone blends dry wit with pathos, showing how custom, rumor, and accident can redirect a life.
Story Collections of Identity and Irony (A Group of Noble Dames; A Changed Man and Other Tales; Other Stories)
Framed narratives and character studies probe reputation, transformation, and the tellings that shape them. A Group of Noble Dames recounts storied lives of women whose choices challenge lineage and expectation; A Changed Man and Other Tales examines reversals of character and fortune; Other Stories extends these concerns into varied scenes. Irony and empathy guide the narratives, experimenting with perspective while keeping moral complexity in view.
Drama: The Dynasts
A large-scale verse-drama of continental conflict, The Dynasts juxtaposes commanders’ decisions with the sufferings and endurance of ordinary people. It stages a contest between human will and impersonal forces, adopting shifting vantage points to question where responsibility lies. The tone is epic, reflective, and often bleakly ironic, fusing panoramic history with philosophical inquiry.
Poetry I: Wessex Poems and Other Verses; Poems of the Past and the Present
Hardy’s early volumes forge a plain-spoken lyric grounded in place, memory, and the textures of Wessex. Wessex Poems and Other Verses sets the landscape and local feeling at the center, while Poems of the Past and the Present widens the scope to time, loss, and public crisis. The style favors clear images, subtle metrics, and quiet emotional pressure.
Poetry II: Time's Laughingstocks and Other Verses; Satires of Circumstance; Moments of Vision; Late Lyrics and Earlier
These later books refine Hardy’s dramatic monologues and epigrammatic scenes, coupling irony with compassion. Time’s Laughingstocks and Satires of Circumstance present character-sketches and brief, incisive turns of fate; Moments of Vision intensifies introspection and memory; Late Lyrics and Earlier gathers valedictory pieces of recollection and rue. The voice grows sparer and more piercing, attentive to time’s erosions and sudden illuminations.
Nonfiction: Wessex Lives and Places (The Dorsetshire Labourer; The Rev. William Barnes, B.D.; Memories of Church Restoration)
These essays document local people, culture, and continuity amid change. The Dorsetshire Labourer offers a social portrait of rural work; The Rev. William Barnes, B.D. pays tribute to a regional poet-scholar; Memories of Church Restoration reflects on architecture, ritual, and communal memory. The approach is factual and affectionate, shaped by ethical regard for tradition and lived experience.
Nonfiction: On Fiction and Criticism (The Science of Fiction; The Profitable Reading of Fiction; Candour in English Fiction; Short Essays)
Hardy articulates a craft ethic and a reader’s code, treating fiction as both art and instrument of truth. The Science of Fiction and The Profitable Reading of Fiction argue for technique, purpose, and receptive habits; Candour in English Fiction defends frankness against evasion; Short Essays collects concise reflections across topics. The tone is lucid and pragmatic, pressing for sincerity, coherence, and humane scrutiny in literature.
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  This story of the Mellstock Quire and its old established west-gallery musicians, with some supplementary descriptions of similar officials in Two on a Tower, A Few Crusted Characters, and other places, is intended to be a fairly true picture, at first hand, of the personages, ways, and customs which were common among such orchestral bodies in the villages of fifty or sixty years ago.


  One is inclined to regret the displacement of these ecclesiastical bandsmen by an isolated organist (often at first a barrel-organist) or harmonium player; and despite certain advantages in point of control and accomplishment which were, no doubt, secured by installing the single artist, the change has tended to stultify the professed aims of the clergy, its direct result being to curtail and extinguish the interest of parishioners in church doings. Under the old plan, from half a dozen to ten full-grown players, in addition to the numerous more or less grown-up singers, were officially occupied with the Sunday routine, and concerned in trying their best to make it an artistic outcome of the combined musical taste of the congregation. With a musical executive limited, as it mostly is limited now, to the parson’s wife or daughter and the school-children, or to the school-teacher and the children, an important union of interests has disappeared.


  The zest of these bygone instrumentalists must have been keen and staying to take them, as it did, on foot every Sunday after a toilsome week, through all weathers, to the church, which often lay at a distance from their homes. They usually received so little in payment for their performances that their efforts were really a labour of love. In the parish I had in my mind when writing the present tale, the gratuities received yearly by the musicians at Christmas were somewhat as follows: From the manor-house ten shillings and a supper; from the vicar ten shillings; from the farmers five shillings each; from each cottage-household one shilling; amounting altogether to not more than ten shillings a head annually — just enough, as an old executant told me, to pay for their fiddle-strings, repairs, rosin, and music-paper (which they mostly ruled themselves). Their music in those days was all in their own manuscript, copied in the evenings after work, and their music-books were home-bound.


  It was customary to inscribe a few jigs, reels, horn-pipes, and ballads in the same book, by beginning it at the other end, the insertions being continued from front and back till sacred and secular met together in the middle, often with bizarre effect, the words of some of the songs exhibiting that ancient and broad humour which our grandfathers, and possibly grandmothers, took delight in, and is in these days unquotable.


  The aforesaid fiddle-strings, rosin, and music-paper were supplied by a pedlar, who travelled exclusively in such wares from parish to parish, coming to each village about every six months. Tales are told of the consternation once caused among the church fiddlers when, on the occasion of their producing a new Christmas anthem, he did not come to time, owing to being snowed up on the downs, and the straits they were in through having to make shift with whipcord and twine for strings. He was generally a musician himself, and sometimes a composer in a small way, bringing his own new tunes, and tempting each choir to adopt them for a consideration. Some of these compositions which now lie before me, with their repetitions of lines, half-lines, and half-words, their fugues and their intermediate symphonies, are good singing still, though they would hardly be admitted into such hymn-books as are popular in the churches of fashionable society at the present time.


  August 1896.
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  Under the Greenwood Tree was first brought out in the summer of 1872 in two volumes. The name of the story was originally intended to be, more appropriately, The Mellstock Quire, and this has been appended as a sub-title since the early editions, it having been thought unadvisable to displace for it the title by which the book first became known.


  In rereading the narrative after a long interval there occurs the inevitable reflection that the realities out of which it was spun were material for another kind of study of this little group of church musicians than is found in the chapters here penned so lightly, even so farcically and flippantly at times. But circumstances would have rendered any aim at a deeper, more essential, more transcendent handling unadvisable at the date of writing; and the exhibition of the Mellstock Quire in the following pages must remain the only extant one, except for the few glimpses of that perished band which I have given in verse elsewhere.


  T. H. April 1912.
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  To dwellers in a wood almost every species of tree has its voice as well as its feature. At the passing of the breeze the fir-trees sob and moan no less distinctly than they rock; the holly whistles as it battles with itself; the ash hisses amid its quiverings; the beech rustles while its flat boughs rise and fall. And winter, which modifies the note of such trees as shed their leaves, does not destroy its individuality.


  On a cold and starry Christmas-eve within living memory a man was passing up a lane towards Mellstock Cross in the darkness of a plantation that whispered thus distinctively to his intelligence. All the evidences of his nature were those afforded by the spirit of his footsteps, which succeeded each other lightly and quickly, and by the liveliness of his voice as he sang in a rural cadence:


  “With the rose and the lily

  And the daffodowndilly,

  The lads and the lasses a-sheep-shearing go.”


  The lonely lane he was following connected one of the hamlets of Mellstock parish with Upper Mellstock and Lewgate, and to his eyes, casually glancing upward, the silver and black-stemmed birches with their characteristic tufts, the pale grey boughs of beech, the dark-creviced elm, all appeared now as black and flat outlines upon the sky, wherein the white stars twinkled so vehemently that their flickering seemed like the flapping of wings. Within the woody pass, at a level anything lower than the horizon, all was dark as the grave. The copse-wood forming the sides of the bower interlaced its branches so densely, even at this season of the year, that the draught from the north-east flew along the channel with scarcely an interruption from lateral breezes.


  After passing the plantation and reaching Mellstock Cross the white surface of the lane revealed itself between the dark hedgerows like a ribbon jagged at the edges; the irregularity being caused by temporary accumulations of leaves extending from the ditch on either side.


  The song (many times interrupted by flitting thoughts which took the place of several bars, and resumed at a point it would have reached had its continuity been unbroken) now received a more palpable check, in the shape of “Ho-i-i-i-i-i!” from the crossing lane to Lower Mellstock, on the right of the singer who had just emerged from the trees.


  “Ho-i-i-i-i-i!” he answered, stopping and looking round, though with no idea of seeing anything more than imagination pictured.


  “Is that thee, young Dick Dewy?” came from the darkness.


  “Ay, sure, Michael Mail.”


  “Then why not stop for fellow-craters — going to thy own father’s house too, as we be, and knowen us so well?”


  Dick Dewy faced about and continued his tune in an under-whistle, implying that the business of his mouth could not be checked at a moment’s notice by the placid emotion of friendship.


  Having come more into the open he could now be seen rising against the sky, his profile appearing on the light background like the portrait of a gentleman in black cardboard. It assumed the form of a low-crowned hat, an ordinary-shaped nose, an ordinary chin, an ordinary neck, and ordinary shoulders. What he consisted of further down was invisible from lack of sky low enough to picture him on.


  Shuffling, halting, irregular footsteps of various kinds were now heard coming up the hill, and presently there emerged from the shade severally five men of different ages and gaits, all of them working villagers of the parish of Mellstock. They, too, had lost their rotundity with the daylight, and advanced against the sky in flat outlines, which suggested some processional design on Greek or Etruscan pottery. They represented the chief portion of Mellstock parish choir.


  The first was a bowed and bent man, who carried a fiddle under his arm, and walked as if engaged in studying some subject connected with the surface of the road. He was Michael Mail, the man who had hallooed to Dick.


  The next was Mr. Robert Penny, boot — and shoemaker; a little man, who, though rather round-shouldered, walked as if that fact had not come to his own knowledge, moving on with his back very hollow and his face fixed on the north-east quarter of the heavens before him, so that his lower waist-coat-buttons came first, and then the remainder of his figure. His features were invisible; yet when he occasionally looked round, two faint moons of light gleamed for an instant from the precincts of his eyes, denoting that he wore spectacles of a circular form.


  The third was Elias Spinks, who walked perpendicularly and dramatically. The fourth outline was Joseph Bowman’s, who had now no distinctive appearance beyond that of a human being. Finally came a weak lath-like form, trotting and stumbling along with one shoulder forward and his head inclined to the left, his arms dangling nervelessly in the wind as if they were empty sleeves. This was Thomas Leaf.


  “Where be the boys?” said Dick to this somewhat indifferently-matched assembly.


  The eldest of the group, Michael Mail, cleared his throat from a great depth.


  “We told them to keep back at home for a time, thinken they wouldn’t be wanted yet awhile; and we could choose the tuens, and so on.”


  “Father and grandfather William have expected ye a little sooner. I have just been for a run round by Ewelease Stile and Hollow Hill to warm my feet.”


  “To be sure father did! To be sure ‘a did expect us — to taste the little barrel beyond compare that he’s going to tap.”


  “‘Od rabbit it all! Never heard a word of it!” said Mr. Penny, gleams of delight appearing upon his spectacle-glasses, Dick meanwhile singing parenthetically—


  “The lads and the lasses a-sheep-shearing go.”


  “Neighbours, there’s time enough to drink a sight of drink now afore bedtime?” said Mail.


  “True, true — time enough to get as drunk as lords!” replied Bowman cheerfully.


  This opinion being taken as convincing they all advanced between the varying hedges and the trees dotting them here and there, kicking their toes occasionally among the crumpled leaves. Soon appeared glimmering indications of the few cottages forming the small hamlet of Upper Mellstock for which they were bound, whilst the faint sound of church-bells ringing a Christmas peal could be heard floating over upon the breeze from the direction of Longpuddle and Weatherbury parishes on the other side of the hills. A little wicket admitted them to the garden, and they proceeded up the path to Dick’s house.
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  It was a long low cottage with a hipped roof of thatch, having dormer windows breaking up into the eaves, a chimney standing in the middle of the ridge and another at each end. The window-shutters were not yet closed, and the fire — and candle-light within radiated forth upon the thick bushes of box and laurestinus growing in clumps outside, and upon the bare boughs of several codlin-trees hanging about in various distorted shapes, the result of early training as espaliers combined with careless climbing into their boughs in later years. The walls of the dwelling were for the most part covered with creepers, though these were rather beaten back from the doorway — a feature which was worn and scratched by much passing in and out, giving it by day the appearance of an old keyhole. Light streamed through the cracks and joints of outbuildings a little way from the cottage, a sight which nourished a fancy that the purpose of the erection must be rather to veil bright attractions than to shelter unsightly necessaries. The noise of a beetle and wedges and the splintering of wood was periodically heard from this direction; and at some little distance further a steady regular munching and the occasional scurr of a rope betokened a stable, and horses feeding within it.


  The choir stamped severally on the door-stone to shake from their boots any fragment of earth or leaf adhering thereto, then entered the house and looked around to survey the condition of things. Through the open doorway of a small inner room on the right hand, of a character between pantry and cellar, was Dick Dewy’s father Reuben, by vocation a “tranter,” or irregular carrier. He was a stout florid man about forty years of age, who surveyed people up and down when first making their acquaintance, and generally smiled at the horizon or other distant object during conversations with friends, walking about with a steady sway, and turning out his toes very considerably. Being now occupied in bending over a hogshead, that stood in the pantry ready horsed for the process of broaching, he did not take the trouble to turn or raise his eyes at the entry of his visitors, well knowing by their footsteps that they were the expected old comrades.


  The main room, on the left, was decked with bunches of holly and other evergreens, and from the middle of the beam bisecting the ceiling hung the mistletoe, of a size out of all proportion to the room, and extending so low that it became necessary for a full-grown person to walk round it in passing, or run the risk of entangling his hair. This apartment contained Mrs. Dewy the tranter’s wife, and the four remaining children, Susan, Jim, Bessy, and Charley, graduating uniformly though at wide stages from the age of sixteen to that of four years — the eldest of the series being separated from Dick the firstborn by a nearly equal interval.


  Some circumstance had apparently caused much grief to Charley just previous to the entry of the choir, and he had absently taken down a small looking-glass, holding it before his face to learn how the human countenance appeared when engaged in crying, which survey led him to pause at the various points in each wail that were more than ordinarily striking, for a thorough appreciation of the general effect. Bessy was leaning against a chair, and glancing under the plaits about the waist of the plaid frock she wore, to notice the original unfaded pattern of the material as there preserved, her face bearing an expression of regret that the brightness had passed away from the visible portions. Mrs. Dewy sat in a brown settle by the side of the glowing wood fire — so glowing that with a heedful compression of the lips she would now and then rise and put her hand upon the hams and flitches of bacon lining the chimney, to reassure herself that they were not being broiled instead of smoked — a misfortune that had been known to happen now and then at Christmas-time.


  “Hullo, my sonnies, here you be, then!” said Reuben Dewy at length, standing up and blowing forth a vehement gust of breath. “How the blood do puff up in anybody’s head, to be sure, a-stooping like that! I was just going out to gate to hark for ye.” He then carefully began to wind a strip of brown paper round a brass tap he held in his hand. “This in the cask here is a drop o’ the right sort” (tapping the cask); “’tis a real drop o’ cordial from the best picked apples — Sansoms, Stubbards, Five-corners, and such-like — you d’mind the sort, Michael?” (Michael nodded.) “And there’s a sprinkling of they that grow down by the orchard-rails — streaked ones — rail apples we d’call ’em, as ’tis by the rails they grow, and not knowing the right name. The water-cider from ’em is as good as most people’s best cider is.”


  “Ay, and of the same make too,” said Bowman. “‘It rained when we wrung it out, and the water got into it,’ folk will say. But ’tis on’y an excuse. Watered cider is too common among us.”


  “Yes, yes; too common it is!” said Spinks with an inward sigh, whilst his eyes seemed to be looking at the case in an abstract form rather than at the scene before him. “Such poor liquor do make a man’s throat feel very melancholy — and is a disgrace to the name of stimmilent.”


  “Come in, come in, and draw up to the fire; never mind your shoes,” said Mrs. Dewy, seeing that all except Dick had paused to wipe them upon the door-mat. “I am glad that you’ve stepped up-along at last; and, Susan, you run down to Grammer Kaytes’s and see if you can borrow some larger candles than these fourteens. Tommy Leaf, don’t ye be afeard! Come and sit here in the settle.”


  This was addressed to the young man before mentioned, consisting chiefly of a human skeleton and a smock-frock, who was very awkward in his movements, apparently on account of having grown so very fast that before he had had time to get used to his height he was higher.


  “Hee — hee — ay!” replied Leaf, letting his mouth continue to smile for some time after his mind had done smiling, so that his teeth remained in view as the most conspicuous members of his body.


  “Here, Mr. Penny,” resumed Mrs. Dewy, “you sit in this chair. And how’s your daughter, Mrs. Brownjohn?”


  “Well, I suppose I must say pretty fair.” He adjusted his spectacles a quarter of an inch to the right. “But she’ll be worse before she’s better, ‘a b’lieve.”


  “Indeed — poor soul! And how many will that make in all, four or five?”


  “Five; they’ve buried three. Yes, five; and she not much more than a maid yet. She do know the multiplication table onmistakable well. However, ’twas to be, and none can gainsay it.”


  Mrs. Dewy resigned Mr. Penny. “Wonder where your grandfather James is?” she inquired of one of the children. “He said he’d drop in to-night.”


  “Out in fuel-house with grandfather William,” said Jimmy.


  “Now let’s see what we can do,” was heard spoken about this time by the tranter in a private voice to the barrel, beside which he had again established himself, and was stooping to cut away the cork.


  “Reuben, don’t make such a mess o’ tapping that barrel as is mostly made in this house,” Mrs. Dewy cried from the fireplace. “I’d tap a hundred without wasting more than you do in one. Such a squizzling and squirting job as ’tis in your hands! There, he always was such a clumsy man indoors.”


  “Ay, ay; I know you’d tap a hundred beautiful, Ann — I know you would; two hundred, perhaps. But I can’t promise. This is a’ old cask, and the wood’s rotted away about the tap-hole. The husbird of a feller Sam Lawson — that ever I should call’n such, now he’s dead and gone, poor heart! — took me in completely upon the feat of buying this cask. ‘Reub,’ says he —‘a always used to call me plain Reub, poor old heart! —‘Reub,’ he said, says he, ‘that there cask, Reub, is as good as new; yes, good as new. ’Tis a wine-hogshead; the best port-wine in the commonwealth have been in that there cask; and you shall have en for ten shillens, Reub,’—‘a said, says he —‘he’s worth twenty, ay, five-and-twenty, if he’s worth one; and an iron hoop or two put round en among the wood ones will make en worth thirty shillens of any man’s money, if —’”


  “I think I should have used the eyes that Providence gave me to use afore I paid any ten shillens for a jimcrack wine-barrel; a saint is sinner enough not to be cheated. But ’tis like all your family was, so easy to be deceived.”


  “That’s as true as gospel of this member,” said Reuben.


  Mrs. Dewy began a smile at the answer, then altering her lips and refolding them so that it was not a smile, commenced smoothing little Bessy’s hair; the tranter having meanwhile suddenly become oblivious to conversation, occupying himself in a deliberate cutting and arrangement of some more brown paper for the broaching operation.


  “Ah, who can believe sellers!” said old Michael Mail in a carefully-cautious voice, by way of tiding-over this critical point of affairs.


  “No one at all,” said Joseph Bowman, in the tone of a man fully agreeing with everybody.


  “Ay,” said Mail, in the tone of a man who did not agree with everybody as a rule, though he did now; “I knowed a’ auctioneering feller once — a very friendly feller ‘a was too. And so one hot day as I was walking down the front street o’ Casterbridge, jist below the King’s Arms, I passed a’ open winder and see him inside, stuck upon his perch, a-selling off. I jist nodded to en in a friendly way as I passed, and went my way, and thought no more about it. Well, next day, as I was oilen my boots by fuel-house door, if a letter didn’t come wi’ a bill charging me with a feather-bed, bolster, and pillers, that I had bid for at Mr. Taylor’s sale. The slim-faced martel had knocked ’em down to me because I nodded to en in my friendly way; and I had to pay for ’em too. Now, I hold that that was coming it very close, Reuben?”


  “’Twas close, there’s no denying,” said the general voice.


  “Too close, ’twas,” said Reuben, in the rear of the rest. “And as to Sam Lawson — poor heart! now he’s dead and gone too! — I’ll warrant, that if so be I’ve spent one hour in making hoops for that barrel, I’ve spent fifty, first and last. That’s one of my hoops”— touching it with his elbow —“that’s one of mine, and that, and that, and all these.”


  “Ah, Sam was a man,” said Mr. Penny, contemplatively.


  “Sam was!” said Bowman.


  “Especially for a drap o’ drink,” said the tranter.


  “Good, but not religious-good,” suggested Mr. Penny.


  The tranter nodded. Having at last made the tap and hole quite ready, “Now then, Suze, bring a mug,” he said. “Here’s luck to us, my sonnies!”


  The tap went in, and the cider immediately squirted out in a horizontal shower over Reuben’s hands, knees, and leggings, and into the eyes and neck of Charley, who, having temporarily put off his grief under pressure of more interesting proceedings, was squatting down and blinking near his father.


  “There ’tis again!” said Mrs. Dewy.


  “Devil take the hole, the cask, and Sam Lawson too, that good cider should be wasted like this!” exclaimed the tranter. “Your thumb! Lend me your thumb, Michael! Ram it in here, Michael! I must get a bigger tap, my sonnies.”


  “Idd it cold inthide te hole?” inquired Charley of Michael, as he continued in a stooping posture with his thumb in the cork-hole.


  “What wonderful odds and ends that chiel has in his head to be sure!” Mrs. Dewy admiringly exclaimed from the distance. “I lay a wager that he thinks more about how ’tis inside that barrel than in all the other parts of the world put together.”


  All persons present put on a speaking countenance of admiration for the cleverness alluded to, in the midst of which Reuben returned. The operation was then satisfactorily performed; when Michael arose and stretched his head to the extremest fraction of height that his body would allow of, to re-straighten his back and shoulders — thrusting out his arms and twisting his features to a mass of wrinkles to emphasize the relief aquired. A quart or two of the beverage was then brought to table, at which all the new arrivals reseated themselves with wide-spread knees, their eyes meditatively seeking out any speck or knot in the board upon which the gaze might precipitate itself.


  “Whatever is father a-biding out in fuel-house so long for?” said the tranter. “Never such a man as father for two things — cleaving up old dead apple-tree wood and playing the bass-viol. ‘A’d pass his life between the two, that ‘a would.” He stepped to the door and opened it.


  “Father!”


  “Ay!” rang thinly from round the corner.


  “Here’s the barrel tapped, and we all a-waiting!”


  A series of dull thuds, that had been heard without for some time past, now ceased; and after the light of a lantern had passed the window and made wheeling rays upon the ceiling inside the eldest of the Dewy family appeared.
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  William Dewy — otherwise grandfather William — was now about seventy; yet an ardent vitality still preserved a warm and roughened bloom upon his face, which reminded gardeners of the sunny side of a ripe ribstone-pippin; though a narrow strip of forehead, that was protected from the weather by lying above the line of his hat-brim, seemed to belong to some town man, so gentlemanly was its whiteness. His was a humorous and kindly nature, not unmixed with a frequent melancholy; and he had a firm religious faith. But to his neighbours he had no character in particular. If they saw him pass by their windows when they had been bottling off old mead, or when they had just been called long-headed men who might do anything in the world if they chose, they thought concerning him, “Ah, there’s that good-hearted man — open as a child!” If they saw him just after losing a shilling or half-a-crown, or accidentally letting fall a piece of crockery, they thought, “There’s that poor weak-minded man Dewy again! Ah, he’s never done much in the world either!” If he passed when fortune neither smiled nor frowned on them, they merely thought him old William Dewy.


  “Ah, so’s — here you be! — Ah, Michael and Joseph and John — and you too, Leaf! a merry Christmas all! We shall have a rare log-wood fire directly, Reub, to reckon by the toughness of the job I had in cleaving ’em.” As he spoke he threw down an armful of logs which fell in the chimney-corner with a rumble, and looked at them with something of the admiring enmity he would have bestowed on living people who had been very obstinate in holding their own. “Come in, grandfather James.”


  Old James (grandfather on the maternal side) had simply called as a visitor. He lived in a cottage by himself, and many people considered him a miser; some, rather slovenly in his habits. He now came forward from behind grandfather William, and his stooping figure formed a well-illuminated picture as he passed towards the fire-place. Being by trade a mason, he wore a long linen apron reaching almost to his toes, corduroy breeches and gaiters, which, together with his boots, graduated in tints of whitish-brown by constant friction against lime and stone. He also wore a very stiff fustian coat, having folds at the elbows and shoulders as unvarying in their arrangement as those in a pair of bellows: the ridges and the projecting parts of the coat collectively exhibiting a shade different from that of the hollows, which were lined with small ditch-like accumulations of stone and mortar-dust. The extremely large side-pockets, sheltered beneath wide flaps, bulged out convexly whether empty or full; and as he was often engaged to work at buildings far away — his breakfasts and dinners being eaten in a strange chimney-corner, by a garden wall, on a heap of stones, or walking along the road — he carried in these pockets a small tin canister of butter, a small canister of sugar, a small canister of tea, a paper of salt, and a paper of pepper; the bread, cheese, and meat, forming the substance of his meals, hanging up behind him in his basket among the hammers and chisels. If a passer-by looked hard at him when he was drawing forth any of these, “My buttery,” he said, with a pinched smile.


  “Better try over number seventy-eight before we start, I suppose?” said William, pointing to a heap of old Christmas-carol books on a side table.


  “Wi’ all my heart,” said the choir generally.


  “Number seventy-eight was always a teaser — always. I can mind him ever since I was growing up a hard boy-chap.”


  “But he’s a good tune, and worth a mint o’ practice,” said Michael.


  “He is; though I’ve been mad enough wi’ that tune at times to seize en and tear en all to linnit. Ay, he’s a splendid carrel — there’s no denying that.”


  “The first line is well enough,” said Mr. Spinks; “but when you come to ‘O, thou man,’ you make a mess o’t.”


  “We’ll have another go into en, and see what we can make of the martel. Half-an-hour’s hammering at en will conquer the toughness of en; I’ll warn it.”


  “‘Od rabbit it all!” said Mr. Penny, interrupting with a flash of his spectacles, and at the same time clawing at something in the depths of a large side-pocket. “If so be I hadn’t been as scatter-brained and thirtingill as a chiel, I should have called at the schoolhouse wi’ a boot as I cam up along. Whatever is coming to me I really can’t estimate at all!”


  “The brain has its weaknesses,” murmured Mr. Spinks, waving his head ominously. Mr. Spinks was considered to be a scholar, having once kept a night-school, and always spoke up to that level.


  “Well, I must call with en the first thing tomorrow. And I’ll empt my pocket o’ this last too, if you don’t mind, Mrs. Dewy.” He drew forth a last, and placed it on a table at his elbow. The eyes of three or four followed it.


  “Well,” said the shoemaker, seeming to perceive that the interest the object had excited was greater than he had anticipated, and warranted the last’s being taken up again and exhibited; “now, whose foot do ye suppose this last was made for? It was made for Geoffrey Day’s father, over at Yalbury Wood. Ah, many’s the pair o’ boots he’ve had off the last! Well, when ‘a died, I used the last for Geoffrey, and have ever since, though a little doctoring was wanted to make it do. Yes, a very queer natured last it is now, ‘a b’lieve,” he continued, turning it over caressingly. “Now, you notice that there” (pointing to a lump of leather bradded to the toe), “that’s a very bad bunion that he’ve had ever since ‘a was a boy. Now, this remarkable large piece” (pointing to a patch nailed to the side), “shows a’ accident he received by the tread of a horse, that squashed his foot a’most to a pomace. The horseshoe cam full-butt on this point, you see. And so I’ve just been over to Geoffrey’s, to know if he wanted his bunion altered or made bigger in the new pair I’m making.”


  During the latter part of this speech, Mr. Penny’s left hand wandered towards the cider-cup, as if the hand had no connection with the person speaking; and bringing his sentence to an abrupt close, all but the extreme margin of the bootmaker’s face was eclipsed by the circular brim of the vessel.


  “However, I was going to say,” continued Penny, putting down the cup, “I ought to have called at the school”— here he went groping again in the depths of his pocket —“to leave this without fail, though I suppose the first thing tomorrow will do.”


  He now drew forth and placed upon the table a boot — small, light, and prettily shaped — upon the heel of which he had been operating.


  “The new schoolmistress’s!”


  “Ay, no less, Miss Fancy Day; as neat a little figure of fun as ever I see, and just husband-high.”


  “Never Geoffrey’s daughter Fancy?” said Bowman, as all glances present converged like wheel-spokes upon the boot in the centre of them.


  “Yes, sure,” resumed Mr. Penny, regarding the boot as if that alone were his auditor; “’tis she that’s come here schoolmistress. You knowed his daughter was in training?”


  “Strange, isn’t it, for her to be here Christmas night, Master Penny?”


  “Yes; but here she is, ‘a b’lieve.”


  “I know how she comes here — so I do!” chirruped one of the children.


  “Why?” Dick inquired, with subtle interest.


  “Pa’son Maybold was afraid he couldn’t manage us all tomorrow at the dinner, and he talked o’ getting her jist to come over and help him hand about the plates, and see we didn’t make pigs of ourselves; and that’s what she’s come for!”


  “And that’s the boot, then,” continued its mender imaginatively, “that she’ll walk to church in tomorrow morning. I don’t care to mend boots I don’t make; but there’s no knowing what it may lead to, and her father always comes to me.”


  There, between the cider-mug and the candle, stood this interesting receptacle of the little unknown’s foot; and a very pretty boot it was. A character, in fact — the flexible bend at the instep, the rounded localities of the small nestling toes, scratches from careless scampers now forgotten — all, as repeated in the tell-tale leather, evidencing a nature and a bias. Dick surveyed it with a delicate feeling that he had no right to do so without having first asked the owner of the foot’s permission.


  “Now, neighbours, though no common eye can see it,” the shoemaker went on, “a man in the trade can see the likeness between this boot and that last, although that is so deformed as hardly to recall one of God’s creatures, and this is one of as pretty a pair as you’d get for ten-and-sixpence in Casterbridge. To you, nothing; but ’tis father’s voot and daughter’s voot to me, as plain as houses.”


  “I don’t doubt there’s a likeness, Master Penny — a mild likeness — a fantastical likeness,” said Spinks. “But I han’t got imagination enough to see it, perhaps.”


  Mr. Penny adjusted his spectacles.


  “Now, I’ll tell ye what happened to me once on this very point. You used to know Johnson the dairyman, William?”


  “Ay, sure; I did.”


  “Well, ‘twasn’t opposite his house, but a little lower down — by his paddock, in front o’ Parkmaze Pool. I was a-bearing across towards Bloom’s End, and lo and behold, there was a man just brought out o’ the Pool, dead; he had un’rayed for a dip, but not being able to pitch it just there had gone in flop over his head. Men looked at en; women looked at en; children looked at en; nobody knowed en. He was covered wi’ a sheet; but I catched sight of his voot, just showing out as they carried en along. ‘I don’t care what name that
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