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Introduction

‘It may be thought that there is enough, and to spare, of a meditative quality’ in Thomas Hardy’s fiction, declared Lionel Johnson in 1894: ‘surely, summer suns might have shone in them more brightly, and winter winds blown through them more freshly! there is but one Under the Greenwood Tree’.1 For most readers, Under the Greenwood Tree is indeed that one book of Hardy’s that knows no enemies but ‘winter and rough weather’.2 It is an early novel, his second, published in 1872 when he was thirty-two years old and known only as the author of an undistinguished sensational melodrama, Desperate Remedies (1871). Stung by the spectacular commercial and critical failure of that first novel, but heartened by a couple of reviews that had at least singled out its little rustic sketches for praise, Hardy decided to follow it up with a full-length prose idyll of rural life. Despite poor sales at first, Under the Greenwood Tree was warmly received, and quickly became a popular favourite, establishing ‘the true romance of country life’ as Hardy’s ‘own ground’.3 For all its popularity, though, which grew in proportion as Hardy’s later novels alarmed and alienated some readers, Under the Greenwood Tree has never been taken very seriously by critics, as if it were neither quite good enough nor quite bad enough to be much bothered with. Perhaps in deference to Hardy’s affection for it and his high opinion of it (he includes it among the pre-eminent ‘Novels of Character and Environment’ in the 1912 Wessex Edition4), it is granted a shrugging respect as ‘the light-weight among his masterpieces’ – ‘unforgettable in its sweet good humour’ and ‘charming in its direct naturalness’.5 Often called the ‘best-loved’ of the books, and nearly as often the ‘most perfect’ of them, this ‘little “Dutch picture” of country life’6 is also, as Johnson’s remarks suggest, somehow the least Hardyan: the happiest, and therefore the least interesting, of almost anything he wrote.

Why such faint praise? The Mellstock of Under the Greenwood Tree is surely at the heart of Hardy’s Wessex, set as it is in the South-West of England in the 1840s, when Hardy himself was growing up in a village only a couple of miles from Dorchester, the county town of Dorsetshire. In fact, though, Under the Greenwood Tree was incorporated into Wessex only in 1896, when Hardy revised the book for the first Wessex Novels collected edition. Only then did he include elements from his own childhood past, linking Mellstock and its environs with Stinsford and the hamlets of Higher and Lower Bockhampton. When it first appeared in 1872 (the version republished here), Wessex had not been devised and Mellstock was more or less a generic English village (notwithstanding the distinctive West Country dialect). Moreover, everything that Wessex came to represent in the great tragic novels seems absent here. The familiar woodlands and hamlets, farms and churchyards ring unfamiliarly, even eerily, with Christmas good will, wedding bells and the laughter of villagers, as if the air of ‘remembered happy childhood’7 carried only the faintest echoes of darker stories to come. We scour the text for evidence of romantic irony shadowing the Mellstockers’ innocence, as if Mellstock itself were only a sort of backdrop, a preparatory space, and to that extent an empty space: a clearing in the woods for the later, more consequential, dramas of Flintcomb Ash or Little Hintock. But as one early critic of Hardy’s remarked, while Under the Greenwood Tree ‘makes a great advance in the art of setting’, it ‘is so largely wanting in the interest both of plot and of character that we are inclined to look upon it hardly in the light of a novel; and we pass on at once to … A Pair of Blue Eyes’.8

And Under the Greenwood Tree does look slight next to other Wessex novels. It is barely half as long as any of them, and this modest length along with a fine stylistic unity and economical plot are for many readers the plainest evidence of Mellstock’s emptiness. This ‘most nearly flawless’9 of the novels seems to carry none of that resistance in the language so characteristic of Hardy’s great work, none of those fluctuations and lapses in style that John Bayley calls his peculiar ‘vulnerability’.10 Readers accustomed to this style, with its inflections of the archaic, the idiomatic, the literary and the prosaic, and its recycled bits and pieces of the cultural heritage, find here a marked air of constraint. This is in part because, I think, Hardy meant Under the Greenwood Tree to be a corrective to the thickly allusive melodrama of Desperate Remedies. In the latter his ‘search for a method’ had hit upon the distinctive idiosyncratic use of phrases, part-phrases, lines of verse, biblical quotations and misquotations, allusions and echoes, a method he was to exploit in later fictions. But the manuscript of Under the Greenwood Tree shows him exercising what looks like discipline: a number of chapter titles that make use of quotation are cancelled, one from Wordsworth (discussed below), others, virtually illegible, from ballads or, possibly, verses by William Barnes. This pared-down text is very effective, but it conveys a rural England radically simplified and insulated from the wider culture. Knowing what we know of Hardy’s Wessex, that simplification may seem merely youthful or it may seem somewhat contrived, as though something were being withheld from us. The bonhomie, the mood of forgiveness and forbearance, the happy marriage ending: it is all a little well turned-out, on its best behaviour, as though some complication, ambivalence or anxiety were being kept just out of sight, like a family secret.

As Hardy grew older, he too came to feel the emptiness of Mellstock. Under the Greenwood Tree was the only novel to which he did not retain the copyright, with the consequence that the version of 1872, with its ‘chapters penned so lightly, even so farcically and flippantly at times’ (1912 Preface) remained in print throughout his life, continuing to be sold alongside the carefully revised and newly prefaced editions of later years. Abashed by its facetiousness and nonchalance, but powerless to suppress it, he simply disowned the 1872 version as the careless work of his youth. But he did not by any means disown the novel altogether. He simply wished that he had written it all down differently, though whether the novel he never wrote could have been a novel at all, or what a later Preface called a ‘study of another kind’ – perhaps a study along the lines of his 1883 essay ‘The Dorsetshire Labourer’ – is unclear. In any event, over the years, Under the Greenwood Tree became more and more important to him as a document about a past that had been lost to him, and lost to England. Although he stressed in his autobiography that there was ‘no family portrait in the tale’,11 he took pleasure in matching up characters with people he and his family had known and loved, and in the Life he expressed regret that in 1872 he had not memorialized these village-folk with the dignity that was their due. Accordingly, he strove in later revisions (he revised it again in 1912) to draw out the intimate associations with his own childhood, subtly altering the topography of the first edition to secure them: tranter Dewy’s cottage, for example, is converted only in 1896 into the larger ‘cottage’ that many readers would recognize as Hardy’s birthplace in Higher Bockhampton. These adjustments cannot be too much relied upon as biographical or historical evidence, however, since Hardy here, as elsewhere in his work, slyly encourages and resists the tourist’s game of real-life correspondences. Nevertheless, he did succeed in transforming Under the Greenwood Tree from an idyll set in some indeterminate pastoral realm into a novel of Wessex (these changes are discussed in Appendix II), and it duly took its place in the collected editions.

A novel of Wessex, perhaps, but Under the Greenwood Tree resisted all its author’s efforts to convert it into what we think of as a ‘Wessex novel’. These efforts were principally focused on the imbalance he perceived in the two competing (one might even say rival) stories, one telling of the supersession of a group of church musicians by a single organist, and the other telling a conventional tale of love and marriage. Hardy consequently set out to reinstate the choir as the leading men in later editions. The dominant love romance of 1872 was a paltry confection for subscribers to circulating libraries, he implied. His original conception had been a vigorous and celebratory tale that immortalized the doings and (mostly) sayings of the village musicians, but this had promised insufficient dramatic interest in its own right. From the evidence of the manuscript, it is clear that Hardy had indeed reshaped the novel quite late in the initial process of its composition during 1871. Probably on the advice of Macmillan’s reader, John Morley, he emphasized the plot of rival suits for Fancy’s hand and cut out considerable material relating to the choir (see ‘A Note on the History of the Text’). But there is no evidence that he originally intended to call the novel ‘The Mellstock Quire’ as he later asserted. This title is written at the head of the manuscript and cancelled out, but it has been added later in different-coloured ink.12 In any case, as he enigmatically remarked in 1912, ‘circumstances would have rendered any aim at a deeper, more essential, more transcendent handling unadvisable’, and even had the novel taken the deposition of the choir as it central event, it would have remained a simple rural story which draws its characters ‘humorously, without caricature’.13

To compensate for the novel’s seemingly implacable triviality, Hardy used the occasion of the appended Prefaces to the revised editions of 1896 and 1912 to direct his readers’ attention to its underlying project of historical recovery and its deep personal significance for its author. In the 1896 Preface, for example, he calls it ‘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 years ago’, anticipating in the rhetoric of social documentation the argument of the ‘General Preface’ to the Wessex Edition of 1912, in which he would describe his fiction as a whole as ‘a fairly true record of a vanishing life’. Forgotten, or concealed, is the novel’s own history. It did not evolve from an unprompted urge to preserve ‘personages, ways, and customs’ in village Dorset, but from Hardy’s immediate response to his two preceding efforts at fiction: the unpublished The Poor Man and the Lady, and Desperate Remedies. George Meredith, who read The Poor Man for Chapman and Hall, felt that its pronounced antagonism towards the ruling classes would irreparably damage the young novelist’s reputation, and he discouraged Hardy from pursuing its publication, suggesting instead that he try a novel in which plot predominated. The mostly devastating reviews of Desperate Remedies, the ‘unfortunate consequence’ of Meredith’s advice,14 scared Hardy away from such elaborately constructed ‘artificial’ fictions and encouraged him to ‘try his hand’ at a story with almost no plot. Paradoxically, he already had plenty of material for such a story in the discarded Poor Man, which included the early Christmas Eve scenes at the Dewys’. Around these scenes he developed a pastoral story, explaining to Malcolm Macmillan that ‘It seemed … upon the whole … the safest venture.’15 This is the young author speaking cautiously as an inexperienced man of business, determined to succeed financially at fiction, and be saved from an unpromising career as a provincial architect. And this is the impression we have of Under the Greenwood Tree – of a safe novel, calculated to seem ‘natural’: effortless and artless.

If the novel of 1872 was not, as it became, the deeply personal remembrance of Hardy’s own past, therefore, but the product of a conscious decision to dissociate himself from Desperate Remedies and demonstrate his versatility, no project could have suited him better than a pastoral story, traditionally a mode that was sophisticated and artful whilst striving to seem natural and spontaneous. He had various materials ready-to-hand for just such a project. He was living with his parents in Dorset, and his assiduous self-education had already schooled him thoroughly in the classical idyll, and in English pastoral and anti-pastoral.16 In an early notebook he had jotted down an idea for a poem which compared ‘Theocritus & the life at Bockn when I was a boy’.17 In addition, he drew upon his knowledge of various historical conventions of rural painting, gleaned from visits to the National Gallery when he was working as an assistant architect in London,18 and he studied up on local dialects and customs. Family stories; Shakespearian rustics; the genre paintings of Wilkie and Teniers mentioned in the Spectator’s review of Desperate Remedies; the Loamshire tales of George Eliot mentioned in the Athenaeum’s review; historical romances and ballads of old England; the new interest of urban readers and tourists in dying rural customs and rituals: Hardy made good use of them all to produce a novel that is deeply satisfying to many readers, if also a little disquieting to some. Under the Greenwood Tree is a very successful pastoral story indeed.19

As Michael Millgate observes, the conflict between pastoral modes and the social realities he knew from his own childhood ‘troubled Hardy all his life’, yet in Under the Greenwood Tree he chooses not to explore it. For the only time in his career, it would seem, he is allowing us a country holiday away from the pressing and depressing claims of a rural England blighted by social change.20 Of course, Hardy ‘loved the art of concealing art’,21 and this is no artless optimistic work of his youth, so we should be cautious even of its ‘relative innocence’, an innocence ‘which in his later fiction becomes blighted with knowledge’.22 Geoffrey Grigson perceptively reminds us that Hardy wrote ‘Neutral Tones’ (1867), with its ‘God-curst sun’ and its ‘few leaves … on the starving sod’, long before Under the Greenwood Tree, and many readers detect in the serene complacency of Mellstock life dark hints of the Hardy to come, ‘the tragedy that always underlies Comedy if you only scratch it deeply enough’.23 But is it worth the scratching? Grigson remarks that to ‘look for intimations of the “ghast and grim” of human relationship in the light mix of Under the Greenwood Tree wouldn’t be very sensible’,24 and few readers bother, beyond acknowledging a mild irony here and there.25 Even if this is not ‘the only one of Hardy’s successful works in which the love story ends in unqualified sunshine’,26 it seems barely troubled by its many unresolved intimations of discontent: Fancy’s ‘secret she should never tell’; Mrs Day’s obsessional housekeeping; Enoch’s hostility; the routine unhappinesses and vexations of the older married couples; or the distant miseries of Mrs Leaf, mother of eleven dead children and one living congenital imbecile, Thomas. Most readers decide, as Simon Gatrell does, that these elements ‘are all accommodated within (or subordinated to) the larger images of social integration, and the most inclusive of these is the dance under the shade of the greenwood tree at the end of the novel, which shows the whole community celebrating the union of Dick and Fancy’.27

Little wonder, then, that the villagers can afford to ‘fleet the time carelessly’, as Charles tells Oliver in Shakespeare’s As You Like It, the play from which Hardy’s title derives. Like all pastorals, this one has removed to a world outside the gates of the world, seeking in the highly elaborate ceremonies and conventions of the forest – courtship and marriage, music and dance, eating and drinking, fellowship and community – patterns of meaning and opportunities for reconciliation unavailable in the polis. We look on indulgently as the Mellstockers admire their own fine old-fashioned craftsmanship and good husbandry (though work does not have the central place here that it usually does in Hardy’s Wessex tales), and we feel that even in this inconsequential world there is leisure enough for us to wait upon the lingering courtship of Dick and Fancy. We know from As You Like It, however, that such rare good fun cannot last for ever. The green world is a temporary world: Mellstock is only, as Simon Schama says of Arden, ‘an upside-down world’,28 a reorientation of Victorian rural and industrial England, not a remote, pre-industrial Eden.

The presence of that England is perhaps most strongly elicited, paradoxically, when readers are determined to celebrate Mellstock’s emptiness. Under the Greenwood Tree came to be associated with a nostalgic simplification of rural England early in its interpretive history, which is partly why it has remained at such odds with Hardy’s other work, including, even, relatively happy ‘pastoral’ novels like Far from the Madding Crowd (1874). This association perhaps accounts in part for Hardy’s strong objection in later years to the title from Shakespeare, and his insistence that the authentic title was ‘The Mellstock Quire’.29 The allusion to As You Like It was a powerful reminder of the central position the novel occupied and continues to occupy in ‘a national literature with Shakespeare at its centre’.30 In this role Under the Greenwood Tree helped (where other more troublesome Hardy novels failed) to fit Wessex to the development of the powerful myth of ‘English Heritage’ later in the century. It also helped to reconcile Hardy’s problematic and unpredictable opinions with those of a culturally expansive Imperial Britain. The title’s allusion to the ‘greenwood’, additionally, links the ‘perished band’ (1896 Preface) with another band of exiled Saxon commoners under siege, and links Mellstock with ‘the sylvan habitat of Merrie England’ where ‘nightingales sing, the ale is heady, and masters and men are brought together in fellowship by the lord of the jest: Robin Hood’.31

So while the drowsy village seems to admit ‘scarcely a murmur of the world outside’,32 the novel itself, published in London for Londoners, has frequently been put to profoundly worldly uses, and it was this wieldiness that Hardy found so difficult to counter in his attempts to integrate Under the Greenwood Tree into the Wessex novels. Its pastoral nostalgia is so effective that the novel did not respond under revision to the method he had developed for probing the ‘interaction between general forces and personal histories – that complex area of ruin or survival, exposure or continuity’, as Raymond Williams described it in The Country and the City.33 We are simply not convinced that this poignant pocket-handkerchief drama of a village choir’s extinction plays out, just as the grim plots of later novels do, momentous and traumatic shifts and transitions in the social and economic conditions of rural communities. But this is not to say that Hardy has no interest here in those ‘general forces’, or those shifts and transitions. Rather, it is literary and pictorial conventions, not personal histories, that are exposed to convulsions in rural class structures in the 1840s – convulsions both minute and broadly felt – and that become vulnerable to stirrings of national feeling in the 1870s. The pastoral space in this novel, the space under the greenwood tree, cannot, therefore, be seen in the ‘sentimental terms’ of a contrast between ‘an internal ruralism and an external urbanism’.34 Nor is it a refuge for social reintegration, a stay against the forces of change that Williams identified as already at work inside rural communities at the mid-century. The real conditions of English country life in the 1840s and of English rural and national life in the 1870s are not excluded from Under the Greenwood Tree; they are just not present as realism. At no stage does the narrative attempt a baldly mimetic representation of the social world in this novel; rather it filters its representation through a number of distinct and even contradictory representational conventions, making use of pictorialism, dance-steps, musical forms, ballads, Romantic stereotypes, dramatic tableaux, and more. As John Goode has observed, Under the Greenwood Tree is ‘as naturalistic but as distanced … as a still life’, and we are ‘invited to think of it all the time as a work of art’.35

There are, however, moments when we are invited to think of it as a work of art that is very far from naturalistic. The opening scene provides a striking example of a self-consciousness about aesthetic modes and social meanings which pervades the novel. ‘On a cold and starry Christmas-eve’, in the pitch-black woods, voices hail and respond to each other across the darkness of a winter landscape. These are the ‘dwellers in a wood’, introduced to us (feeble dwellers in a city) as aboriginal beings with amazing powers: a primitive race exhibited as anthropological curios, who can identify any species of tree on the darkest night by its sound alone. Our eyes strain to adjust to these dark forms passing along a dark lane against a dark sky, their disembodied part-song heard before they can be picked out, as Dick’s lively ballad in ‘a rural cadence’ is taken up by Michael Mail’s ‘“Ho-i-i-i-i-i!”’, Robert Penny’s vigorous oath, and Joseph Bowman’s cheerful exclamation. As these figures grow in definition, the scene wavers on the edge of the picturesque, threatening to arrange itself at any moment into a conventional sylvan nocturne in the manner of Ruysdael or Teniers. But Hardy, wary of the naturalizing power of his ‘rural painting of the Dutch school’, accordingly introduces contradictory pictorial elements. Dick’s portrait, for example, is described as that of a young man with an ‘ordinary-shaped nose, an ordinary chin, an ordinary neck, and ordinary shoulders’, but it suddenly takes the form of a fashionable silhouette: he is not a man who drives a horse and cart for a living, but ‘a gentleman’. Likewise, the five men ‘of different ages and gaits’ shuffle out like Shakespearian players from the darkness. They have ‘lost their rotundity’ and advance against the sky ‘like some procession in Assyrian or Egyptian incised work’. A cold pastoral for a cold night, these men are suddenly not quaint misshapen rustics but noble ancients fixed in stone. In the revisions of 1896, Hardy emended this description to a ‘processional design on Greek or Etruscan pottery’, thereby fixing the allusion to Keats’s urn, upon which the poet reflects, appropriately enough in this context: ‘When old age shall this generation waste,/Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe’ (Ode on a Grecian Urn, ll.46–7).

The detailed patterns of lines and flat planes pictured by Hardy’s prose organize this spectacle of a lost past coming back to life into a compelling abstract design, as if the landscape is only one of many aesthetic effects; as if the past, preserved like a Keatsian artefact, is another; and as if we are another. The converging pathways, verbal echoes and ascending figures ‘rising against the sky’ in a kind of ramshackle unison lead us in to the splendid scenes of the night’s carol-singing, but we enter this landscape through a process intended to alienate us from it. We are self-conscious, unsure of the light. We feel as if we might be tourists, or visitors to a museum or diorama, or spectators at a theatre, seated before a chorus of sobbing trees and a blacked-out stage. We read ‘the dark interior of the grove’ as the dark interior of a grave, and the choir as illumined figures in a Stanley Spencer resurrection, clearing their throats and greeting each other in readiness for a final Christmas Eve recital. We recognize from the start, I think, that these men are long dead, and that all this is long past. Gone for good, they can now only be called up into a work of art, which only really speaks to something lost from the reader’s world, some way of seeing and knowing rural England not as it is or ever was, but only as it can be represented. The Mellstock woodland and its shivering dwellers are in one sense mere reflexes of the city – again, the city upside-down.

The really remarkable thing about this opening chapter is that it manages to suggest at one and the same time that Mellstock is a place where nothing ever changes, where everything has changed inexorably, and where everything is perpetually in the process of changing. We sense that these villagers are being reincarnated before our eyes into a past that we know is past, simply that they may re-enact for us the drama of their passing. As Michael Mail says, ‘“Times have changed from the times they used to be … I’ve been thinking, we must be almost the last left in the county of the old string players.”’ Already Hardy is focusing on the precise moment of a rural English community’s death as social reality and rebirth as representation, the moment when the old choir dies as social fact and is reborn into a timeless rustic yesterday, where lives are governed by the cycle of the seasons, Christian rituals and the agricultural calendar, and where men and women are born into parishes, court each other in local country dances, give birth to children, and are buried in the churchyard. The Mellstock choir is a vestige even in its last surviving days, casting the characteristic mood of resignation over proceedings which caused the Spectator to remark incredulously, ‘Did ever a village choir submit to its fate so mildly?’36 In keeping with this mood, the characters express at intervals a certain wry consciousness of their own pastness and their curiously anomalous representational status. They behave as if they are sensible of their complete anachronism, and as if they have long since happily passed from active participation in the social life of the parish, content to live out their days as figures in a landscape. They stare vacantly into space as though casting their minds back to an earlier state of being, and even as they do so are half-aware of composing themselves for our benefit into picturesque groupings or studies in rustic quaintness. Their idiosyncratic tendency to lapse into abstractedness accords unexpectedly with the pleasure they take in their own pictorial abstraction, as they contemplate each other’s shapes framed in doors and windows or cast against a low sun or a bright fire.

Diminished by the picturesque, these whimsical men of the choir seem as archaic as shepherds, or as earthy as peasants. But we need to be careful, for they are not even agricultural labourers. In fact, the labouring classes are more or less absent from Under the Greenwood Tree, represented, rather dubiously, by the smocked village idiot Thomas Leaf. Hardy explained the reason for this in 1926: ‘down to the middle of the last century’ villagers ‘were divided into two distinct castes, one being the artisans, traders, “liviers” (owners of freeholds), and the manor-house upper servants; the other the “work-folk”, i.e. farm-labourers … The two castes rarely intermarried, and did not go to each other’s house-gatherings save exceptionally.’37 The choir allows the work-folk along as ‘supernumeraries’, but they are never described other than by their smocks and are certainly not invited to the tranter’s party or the wedding of Dick and Fancy (with the exception of Leaf, on whom the choir takes pity). The higher caste of villagers, where the Dewys, Robert Penny and the rest of the central group of players belong, is, of course, only in the middle ranks of the village hierarchy. As well as the labourers, the squire, too, is absent (he is unnamed in this edition but later identified as the Earl of Wessex). In the squire’s place, Parson Maybold is the most socially elevated character in the novel. Below him are Shinar, the gentleman farmer; the socially ambitious (though in this edition still quite lowly) keeper Geoffrey Day and his equally ambitious daughter, Fancy; then the players themselves, and the scant labourers.

The importance of the parson in a village without a resident aristocracy at this time is crucial in this social organization, especially since Maybold represents the new Anglican order in the English countryside in the 1840s. A product of the radical reform of the clergy at this time,38 he takes over the parish from Mr Grinham, the ‘“right sensible parson”’ who never bothered his parishioners ‘“from year’s end to year’s end”’ and never put anyone ‘“to


















A Note on the History of the Text

This text of Under the Greenwood Tree is based on the two-volume first edition, published by Tinsley Brothers, London, in June 1872. It has been collated with the fair-copy manuscript (located in the Dorset County Museum, Dorchester); Tinsley’s one-volume cheap edition of 1873; Osgood, McIlvaine’s 1896 Wessex Novels edition (the first to be revised by Hardy); and the Macmillan 1912 Wessex Edition. The holograph emendations pencilled into Hardy’s own study copy of this last edition (destined for the 1920 Mellstock Edition) have also been noted.

In addition, sample collations have been undertaken on Henry Holt’s 1873 first American edition; later impressions and editions of Tinsley’s 1873 edition, published under the imprint of Chatto and Windus, who acquired the copyright in 1877 and were still issuing the novel in the 1920s; and later impressions of the 1896 Osgood, McIlvaine edition, including the Harper and Brothers editions (current 1896–1900), the Macmillan Uniform Edition (current 1903–38), and Pocket Edition (current 1906–29).

Lastly, three editions published since Hardy’s death have been consulted. Macmillan’s New Wessex Edition, edited by Geoffrey Grigson (1974), and David Wright’s Penguin English Library edition (1978) are both based on 1912 and incorporate Hardy’s study-copy emendations. Simon Gatrell’s Oxford World’s Classics edition (1985), on the other hand, ‘uses as its basis the manuscript of the novel, to which are made all the alterations which are probably or certainly Hardy’s own’ (p. xxiv).

To produce a correct and authoritative text based on 1872, typographical errors have been silently corrected and the use of ellipsis and the hyphenation of words (styles inconsistently adopted by the printers – see below) have been standardized. I have also made five substantive emendations: in I, iv, the manuscript ‘High Stoy’ was incorrectly set as ‘High Story’ which was not picked up by Hardy in proof; in the final paragraph of I, ix, I have added the definite article erroneously omitted from before ‘Angel’; in II, iii, I have substituted a full stop for the question mark which appeared as a typographical error after ‘on the subject of children’; in II, vi, the word ‘steamed’ was mistakenly set as ‘streamed’ in 1872, and is corrected here; and following Simon Gatrell’s 1985 edition, I have reversed the names of the clocks in V, i (see note 4).

Discussed below are the manuscript, the 1872 edition, selected impressions and new editions, and the two major revised editions of 1896 and 1912. The substantial changes to the novel’s topography in 1896 and 1912 are discussed in the Introduction and summarized in Appendix II. Other significant or interesting variants are dealt with in detail in the notes.

CHOICE OF COPY-TEXT

In general, this series chooses the first volume edition of Hardy’s novels as copy-text (see the General Editor’s Preface), and there is a particularly strong case for making the first edition of Under the Greenwood Tree available again. Most modern editions are based on the text last revised by Hardy (1912), but as Simon Gatrell has argued,

to call Under the Greenwood Tree a novel of 1872… ought to mean amongst other things that the text embodies Hardy’s intentions for his novel at that date – something that the 1912 version of the novel in some ways emphatically does not, since it has shed a number of the characteristics of 1872 and been wrapped in others of forty years later.1

The distinction between the novels of 1872 and 1912 is, however, complicated by the unique textual history of Under the Greenwood Tree during those forty years. This is the only book of Hardy’s over which he retained no copyright control. In April 1872 he agreed to the sale of the copyright to the publisher William Tinsley, who had offered ‘the sum of thirty pounds to be paid one month after publication’.2 It was a decision he later deeply regretted for many reasons, not just because he signed away any profits, but also because Tinsley, and later Chatto and Windus, who purchased the copyright for £100 in 1877, were under no pressure from a popular author to lay out the considerable expense of publishing a new edition. Tinsley did propose that Hardy correct printer’s errors when the new illustrated edition was being planned in 1875, but this was scarcely satisfactory to Hardy, who replied that he found no serious misprints, or anything that could be set right by slight changes such as you mention. But I do see many sentences that I should rewrite or revise, supposing I had an opportunity, & could thoroughly examine the book, & were not bound at all by the stereotype plates. If at any future time an edition from entirely new type should be desirable, this could be done of course, though at present I could not give it the necessary attention.3

This edition from ‘entirely new type’ did eventuate in 1892 when Chatto replaced the worn plates, but Hardy was apparently not consulted at this time. His chance came when Osgood, McIlvaine embarked on the first collected edition in 1894. Negotiations with Chatto resulted in a separate royalty agreement for this novel, and Hardy set about revising it for the first time in more than twenty years.

Hardy’s revisions for this edition as a whole were meticulous and thorough, but finally quite conservative (especially when compared, for example, with the extent of Henry James’s revisions for the New York Edition). Though ‘much rewriting was done’,4 Hardy did not, in Michael Millgate’s words, ‘make any fundamental alterations to structure, story, characterization, or theme, nor attempt any shifts of emphasis beyond increasing or decreasing the use of dialect by certain characters’.5 Under the Greenwood Tree was no exception. Printers’ errors and earlier oversights were corrected, and Hardy finally attended to problems identified by the original reviewers in 1872.6 As in the rest of the edition, however, his principal concern was to embed the novel in the fictional realm of Wessex (which he had not conceived in 1872 but ‘independently introduced in successive novels and stories over the years’).7 Thus, the most numerous adjustments and refinements were made to the topography and dialect.

Whether Hardy was tempted at this time to undertake more sweeping changes to Under the Greenwood Tree is doubtful, given what we know about his approach to revision,8 but he must have felt deeply ambivalent about the novel as he approached the difficult task. Since 1872 he had grown more interested in the Mellstock Quire, with its strong associations with his distant Stinsford childhood. Yet he had also become more and more dissatisfied with Under the Greenwood Tree, which remained exactly in the form he had written it as an ambitious young novelist. Unlike his other early books, it did not evolve through interim revisions between the first edition and the first collected edition during that crucial twenty-year period, and nothing short of a complete rewriting would have transformed it into the book that he now wished he had written. Such a project would have made unacceptable demands on a novelist intent on quitting fiction and, in any case, Chatto’s versions of 1872 remained in print, and Hardy may have felt that he risked upsetting readers already devoted to the novel as it stood.

Recognizing that ‘artistic errors … cannot be altered’,9 Hardy developed other indirect ways of indicating his matured intentions for the novel. The topographical changes, for example, turn out to be very significant in this regard. The continuity they extend between this novel and the rest of Hardy’s Wessex – a continuity achieved principally through consistent place-names and topographical orientations – serves in practice as an extremely effective reconceptualization of the novel, linking it to a number of important parallel texts in which Mellstock and its Quire are thoroughly overhauled. Hardy’s principal ‘revisions’ of Under the Greenwood Tree, that is to say, were undertaken outside of, or on the margins of, the text: in the two Prefaces to the 1896 and 1912 editions (Appendix I); in key passages in the Life (Appendix IV); and in later appearances of the ‘Mellstock Quire’ poems (Appendix III). The Prefaces effaced (in 1896) and then openly discredited (in 1912) the 1872 version. In 1896, for example, Under the Greenwood Tree is described as ‘a fairly true picture, at first hand’ of ‘orchestral bodies in the villages of fifty years ago’. But in 1912 Hardy rejects this strategy, projecting the novel in terms of its inadequacies (‘the realities out of which it was spun were material for another kind of study’), while reinvesting it with the value that is bestowed on rare objects or extinct rituals, however imperfect. It is precious because it is ‘the only extant’ exhibition of the Mellstock Quire, ‘except for the few glimpses … in verse elsewhere’. The process of revision is indirectly continued in those ‘glimpses’, which appeared steadily in the volumes of poetry published throughout the last decades of his life. Later, too, in the Life, Hardy sketched in the rudiments of that ‘other kind of study’ he had in mind when he reconstructed the Mellstock choir on the model of its ‘original’, the Stinsford choir (see Appendix IV). These collateral emendations stress the personal and social significance of the passing of the Mellstock choir, and are the more poignant because as a young man Hardy had failed, as so many of his protagonists and speakers do, to recognize its significance. The 1872 edition, lost to his control when he sold the copyright, became the material reminder of this failure, representing to him a fraudulent past being remade as authentic over and over again.10

It is the purpose of this edition, therefore, to recover a text largely unread in 1872 (only 500 copies of the first edition were produced) yet very widely read subsequently, a text that is not just ‘a novel of 1872’ but one that circulated as a parallel text independently of its author’s altered sense of its personal significance and its place in the emerging, and later entrenched, Wessex canon.

MANUSCRIPT

The surviving manuscript of Under the Greenwood Tree, described in detail in Purdy11 and discussed at length in Creator,12 has given rise to some controversy over Hardy’s implied intentions regarding punctuation and paragraphing. The manuscript punctuation is conspicuously light, lending a liveliness and subtlety to the rhythms of the narration and the characters’ speech; and it seems more so because of the slavish and stilted normalized accidentals of the first edition. The most common styling changes introduced by the compositors are as follows: paragraphs are divided or consolidated; manuscript colons are changed into semi-colons (where they are used in lists); Hardy’s abundant dashes are commonly made over into exclamation points, commas, or semi-colons; many compound words written either as separate words or as one word are hyphenated, although not always consistently; and the manuscript ‘further’ becomes ‘farther’ (it is changed back in 1896).

It should be said, however, that the manuscript is not by any means carefully or consistently punctuated. Hardy regularly omits opening or closing speech marks, possessive apostrophes, and other punctuation marks, and is inconsistent in the use of commas. It is impossible, then, to decide with any finality whether he has simply left the pointing to the compositors or has deliberately used the lighter punctuation and for some reason let it stand when he corrected the proof-sheets. The truth may well lie somewhere between these two extremes. If the surviving manuscript is the fair copy, Hardy obviously expected the intervention of house-styling and possibly lacked the time or the confidence to challenge it when the proofs were returned for checking. Certainly the revisions for the 1912 edition include the substantial removal of unwanted commas, which indicates that the manuscript does to some degree represent Hardy’s partiality for lighter pointing.13

Of significance too is the double numeration scheme Hardy employs in the manuscript. It is numbered 1–203 in the top right-hand corner, but consists of only 194 leaves: ‘though the M S is complete as printed, many leaves are fragmentary and 9 are wanting altogether … suggesting extensive cancellations’.14 The clue to the cancellations and reorganization of leaves and fragments of leaves can be found in the primary ‘working numeration’ scheme in the top left-hand corner of the manuscript. When correlated with the final numbering, we can surmise what Hardy removed, added and shifted as he worked on the story. As Gatrell argues, ‘throughout Hardy’s early writing of the novel, and even during his fair-copying of it, Under the Greenwood Tree was a narrative which focused almost entirely on the characters making up the Mellstock choir, and on the loss of their church music-making’.15 But the manuscript Tinsley received was quite different: Under the Greenwood Tree had become a novel about the courtship of Dick Dewy and Fancy Day, in which the choir was shifted to the background to act as a kind of comic chorus. Considerable dialogue between members of the choir is cut out, and to Maybold’s role as their nemesis is added the role of rival suitor for Fancy’s hand. The modifications and insertions Hardy needed to make to earlier passages to prepare for this new plot element were considerable, but he manages the belated integration skilfully, making use of Shinar’s role as suitor and (later) churchwarden to link the two plots whilst allowing them at the same time to run on as if placidly independent of one another.

What prompted Hardy to make these late changes? Probably it was the response of Macmillan’s reader, John Morley, who read a version of the novel in October 1871, fully six months before Tinsley asked to see it. Morley had written favourably about the rural scenes in Hardy’s first effort at fiction, The Poor Man and the Lady, which he read in 1868. Though Macmillan rejected that novel, which was never published, Morley wrote that ‘the opening pictures of the Christmas eve in the Tranter’s house are really of good quality; much of the writing is strong and fresh’.16 Hardy accordingly worked these scenes up, lifting material directly from the The Poor Man and the Lady and incorporating it into the new rural story.17 He must have been dismayed at Morley’s response, three years after he submitted The Poor Man, to these very scenes: ‘The opening scenes at the cottage on Xmas Eve are quite twice as long as they ought to be, because the writer has not enough sparkle and humour to pass off such minute and prolonged description of a trifle – This part should decidedly be shortened.’18 The overall response of Macmillan, however, though indecisive, was quite favourable, and it is typical of Hardy’s early willingness to respond positively to suggestions for change that he should have written to assure the firm that the scene could ‘be shortened as suggested’.19 Clearly, though, Morley’s criticism and Macmillan’s equivocation – the direct cause of that decision to alter the focus of the novel from the choir to the love-story which Hardy so bitterly regretted in later years – disappointed and angered him. Indeed, he recalled in the Life that he had more or less given up on Under the Greenwood Tree when Tinsley met him by chance in London and inquired after any new projects, Hardy claiming even to have forgotten where he had left the manuscript.

1872: TINSLEY BROTHERS

Hardy made a number of changes to the novel at proof-stage for the first edition, the most significant of which are discussed in the explanatory notes. These include the addition of the full text of the carol ‘Remember Adam’s Fall’ (I, iv); the alteration of the slightly risqué ‘Solomon’s Song lay in Solomon’s ink-bottle afore he got it out’ to ‘Old Ecclesiastes’ (II, ii); the addition of several narrative clues to Fancy’s real feelings for Dick in the critical scene where they declare their love in III, i; the description of Dick as a ‘clever courter’ in III, iii; an added clause explaining Fancy’s distaste for Dick’s rain-soaked figure in IV, vi; and the addition of the reference to Dick as his bride’s property in V, i.

1873: TINSLEY BROTHERS

The corrections of the 1872 proofs were the last changes of Hardy’s for twenty-three years, but in 1873 Tinsley produced the first reprint of the novel, a cheap one-volume edition. As Purdy and Gatrell note, the 1872 types were reset.20 Typographical errors are corrected, though some substantive errors in 1872 (‘Angel’ not ‘the Angel’ in I, ix, for example) pass uncorrected, and in the process of resetting, other significant errors and changes to both substantives and accidentals are inevitably introduced. The most significant substantive changes occur in I, ii, in the description of the codlin-trees ‘hanging above’ (1872) the cottage (in 1873 and in all subsequent editions, they are ‘hanging about’), and in IV, vi, when Fancy jumps to the floor from her window-seat as Maybold unexpectedly knocks, flinging off in the process ‘the shawl and bonnet’ (1872). In 1873 this is reset as ‘her shawl and bonnet’, which it remains. Of the numerous changes to accidentals in this edition, commas are removed and inserted in various places, and there are also other less predictable alterations to the punctuation.

MISCELLANEOUS EDITIONS AND IMPRESSIONS, 1873–92

The only editions of Under the Greenwood Tree to appear before Tinsley produced the illustrated 1876 edition (published Christmas 1875) were Asher’s Collection of English Authors edition, published in Berlin in 1873,21 and Henry Holt and Company’s first American edition, published in June 1873. The latter was the first of Hardy’s novels to appear in America, and the first anywhere to include his name on the title-page. There is no evidence, however, that Hardy revised Under the Greenwood Tree for Holt as he did Desperate Remedies, for example, in response to Holt’s request in 1874.22 Sample collations reveal only differences in normalized accidentals – punctuation, spelling and house-styling. (Interestingly, though, the copy of the Holt edition in the Sanders Collection in the Dorset County Museum is dated 1873 on its title-page, but includes an advertisement which lists Far from the Madding Crowd among other works ‘By the Same Author’, indicating that it is either a later impression or was bound from the original sheets after 1873.)

The 1876 illustrated Tinsley edition, with a frontispiece, thirteen plates and a closing vignette by R. Knight, became, under the Chatto and Windus imprint, the standard edition until 1896. In 1891 Chatto added a portrait of Hardy to the frontispiece, and in 1892 they reset the novel, introducing the substantive error, ‘log-wood’ for ‘leg-wood’ (I, iii).

1896: OSGOOD, MCILVAINE WESSEX NOVELS EDITION

The principal changes in 1896 were in four areas: topography, dialect, the social status of the principal characters, and the widening of the interval between the action and the narration. The topographical alterations are discussed in Appendix II. Changes to dialect can be divided into two kinds: those which correct villagers’ speech considered too sophisticated by some reviewers in 1872 (including Horace Moule); and those which help to transform the generic pastoral of 1872 into a Wessexian pastoral by rendering some of the villagers’ speech as Dorset dialect. Gatrell points out that ‘about a hundred dialectal forms were added and nine removed’ in 1896.23

Changes to social status are closely related to both of these two areas: the transformation of the Dewys’ cottage, for example, discussed in I, ii, is linked with Hardy’s wish to specify more precisely their social standing; and slight changes to the balance of standard and dialect English in the Dewys’ speech, both in 1896 and 1912, effectively reveal the ambiguity of their position, which is neither that of the traditional village craftsman, such as Penny, nor that of a parvenu like Shinar. Critically, however, when Hardy tinkers with the Maybold love plot in 1896, he introduces an uncharacteristic element of dialect into Dick’s speech (in IV, vii) to emphasize Maybold’s social superiority.

Hardy also removed some of the more facetious observations of the narrator in 1896, in line with the general playing down of the comic grotesqueness of 1872, and in 1896 and 1912 he shifted the narration forward to coincide with the historical time of the revisions, so that the events of ‘less than a generation ago’ (1872) occur after 1896 only ‘within living memory’. This distancing lends the novel a certain gravity and poignancy. In 1912, Hardy repeats this strategy: for example, the ‘mixed midday meal of dinner and tea, which is common among cottagers’ (in II, vi) becomes ‘was common’; and the narrator finds it necessary to point out in IV, vi that silk umbrellas were ‘less common at that date than since’.

The other major change for this edition is the renaming of IV, vii (‘A Crisis’) as ‘Second Thoughts’.

MISCELLANEOUS EDITIONS AND IMPRESSIONS, 1898–1908

The Wessex Novels edition was published simultaneously in New York by Harper and Brothers, and when in 1898 Harper’s took over Osgood, McIlvaine, this edition appeared in London under the Harper imprint. Between 1903 and 1938, Macmillan issued under their own imprint impressions of the Osgood, McIlvaine/Harper edition, variously known as the ‘New Edition’, ‘Uniform Edition’ and ‘Pocket Edition’. The Pocket Edition of 1906 was the first to bear the subtitle ‘The Mellstock Quire’.

In 1907, meanwhile, Chatto and Windus produced a sixpenny edition, and in 1908 a ‘fine paper’ edition, both of them impressions from 1892.

1912: MACMILLAN WESSEX EDITION

Hardy’s changes to 1912 fall into four groups: topographical refinements; further modifications of dialect; the reimposition of his distinctive ‘lighter’ punctuation (briefly considered above in the discussion of the manuscript); and the small number of significant changes which widen the interval between narration and narrated events (discussed under 1896 above).

Gatrell argues that in 1912, in contrast to 1896, Hardy ‘standardized around a hundred and thirty-five dialect expressions and formulated no new ones’. In consequence, he suggests, ‘though the upwardly mobile Keeper Day has his regional expression slightly diminished in 1912, so too does the tranter, and even Michael Mail; and no conclusions can be drawn about the relative social standing of the characters from this kind of evidence’.24

In 1912, the key word ‘choir’, spelled thus in 1872 and 1896, takes on the preferred spelling of the subtitle (‘quire’). I,iii is accordingly renamed ‘The Assembled Quire’, and other examples of the standard spelling are changed in 1912.

As with other Wessex novels, bowdlerized oaths are restored in 1912: thus, ‘D—l’ in I,ii is printed as ‘Devil’.

HARDY’S STUDY COPY OF 1912

Hardy marked seven further corrections in his personal study copy of the Wessex Edition of Under the Greenwood Tree, held in the Dorset County Museum. Five of these, written in pencil, ‘are sent to be made in reprint of this edition’. Two others, written in green, are ‘those that, in addition to the above, are sent up for the Mellstock edn, but were not considered of sufficient importance for type-shifting that they wd. necessitate’. Where these corrections are of particular importance or interest, they have been included in the Notes to this edition.
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