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    THOMAS HARDY


    ENGLISH NOVELIST AND POET


    
      	Born in Dorset, England in 1840.


      	Died in Dorset in 1928.


      	Notable works:


      	The Mayor of Casterbridge (1886), novel


      	Tess of the D’Urbervilles (1891), novel


      	Jude the Obscure (1895), novel

    


    Thomas Hardy was a prolific Victorian novelist and poet. He was born in Dorset and grew up on its heathland. This rural upbringing provided the inspiration for the fictional region of Wessex, the setting of his novels, which detail the lives of its inhabitants. Hardy originally trained as an architect, an experience explored in his partly autobiographical final novel Jude the Obscure. On becoming a writer, Hardy started with poetry before turning to novel writing. His exploration of human relations and sexuality was considered highly controversial as it challenged Victorian ideas of morality. The critical condemnation of his novels heralded Hardy’s return to poetry with the collection Wessex Poems in 1898. However, Hardy is primarily remembered for his novels, which explore societal issues of class, marriage and sexuality that remain relevant today. Hardy’s writing is considered to be ahead of its time, and it spans the transition between the late Victorian and Modernist periods.

  


  
    FAR FROM THE MADDING CROWD


    A WESSEX ROMANCE


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Hardy, T. (1993) Far from the Madding Crowd. Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Classics.


      	1st edition: 1874


      	Themes: love, marriage, nature, the past, gender, class, agriculture, Victorian morality

    


    Far from the Madding Crowd was first serialised (a common Victorian practice) in 1874 in The Cornhill Magazine. One of Hardy’s ‘Novels of Character and Environment’, it introduces the fictional setting of Wessex, based on the Dorset of Hardy’s childhood. Its title is taken from Thomas Gray’s (1716-1771) poem ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’ (1751). The text is highly pastoral and recounts the lives of Wessex’s rural inhabitants. It is written in a synthesis of Romantic and realist styles that verges on the Gothic. The bucolic backdrop is juxtaposed with a dramatic plot that details the complications of human relations: it features intertangled love affairs, marriages, sudden deaths and surprise returns. The text can also be considered as proto-feminist with its strong heroine Bathsheba Everdene. Hardy’s questioning of established Victorian notions of class, gender and sexuality led his later novels to be condemned by contemporary critics as ‘immoral’. However, Far from the Madding Crowd remains Hardy’s first majorly successful work that allowed him to pursue writing professionally.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    HUMBLE BEGINNINGS


    The text opens by introducing its central protagonist Gabriel Oak, a young sheep farmer whose smile is “like the rays in a rudimentary sketch of the rising sun” (p.1). Oak becomes intrigued by Bathsheba Everdene, a beautiful farm girl who lives with her aunt nearby. While in the forest, Gabriel sees Bathsheba on her horse, which to his surprise she rides like a man. He becomes infatuated with her after she rescues him from a fire in his hut, and soon proposes, offering a baby lamb as a symbolic child for her to nurture. However Bathsheba rejects him, insisting that she cannot marry a man she does not love. She moves away and Gabriel’s flock is lost after his inexperienced sheepdog drives them off a cliff. Despite the loss of his livelihood and his love, Gabriel bears his misfortune uncomplainingly. He travels to the nearby village of Weatherbury in search of work. On his way he encounters another fire at a farm, which he heroically helps to extinguish. The farm turns out to belong to Bathsheba, who has recently inherited it from her uncle and is now a wealthy woman. In an inversion of the first fire, it is Gabriel who saves Bathsheba, and she agrees to employ him. With their fortunes now reversed, Gabriel accepts that they will never marry.


    LIFE AT WEATHERBURY FARM


    Bathsheba announces that she will run the farm singlehandedly – a decision that is met with incredulity by the male labourers. Bathsheba exerts female autonomy in the patriarchal sphere of agriculture: she attends the grain market, where all the other (exclusively male) farmers are struck by her beauty as well as her gender. However, her presence goes unnoticed by one farmer, Mr Boldwood. Cajoled by her maid Liddy, Bathsheba playfully sends an anonymous valentine’s card to Boldwood, sealed with the words “marry me”. This is a pivotal moment that catalyses the events of the rest of the novel. Boldwood identifies the sender as Bathsheba and develops a deep infatuation with her, idolising her from a distance. He proposes, but Bathsheba rejects him, as like Gabriel, she cannot justify losing her independence for a man she does not love. Boldwood is dejected, yet incessantly continues to pursue her. Bathsheba fires Gabriel after he reproaches her for misleading Boldwood. Her flock of sheep escape into a clover field and contract bloat. Desperate, Bathsheba sends for Gabriel as he is the only person who knows the cure, and he returns to the farm.


    Separately, Bathsheba’s maid Fanny Robin runs away from the farm to reunite with her lover Sergeant Troy, who has reluctantly agreed to marry her. In her simplicity, Fanny mistakenly goes to the wrong church on the day of the wedding. The proud Troy takes this as a jilting and abandons Fanny, leaving her compromised. Troy and Bathsheba have a chance encounter late at night, and are instantly attracted to each other. They arrange to meet again in the woods, where Troy demonstrates his expert swordsmanship, and they kiss. Enraged with jealousy, Boldwood attempts to bribe Troy, but Troy mockingly reveals that he and Bathsheba are already married. The couple are initially infatuated with each other; however, Troy’s callous nature soon becomes apparent. Gabriel singlehandedly saves Bathsheba’s crops from a violent thunderstorm, as the rest of the men are drinking with Troy. Troy is uncaring towards Bathsheba, squanders her money, and treasures a lock of Fanny’s blond hair in his pocket watch.


    Meanwhile, the desolate Fanny travels to Weatherbury, where she dies in a workhouse giving birth to her and Troy’s illegitimate child. Her body is brought to the farm, and Gabriel and Boldwood agree to conceal the circumstance of her death to protect Bathsheba. In desperation, Bathsheba pries open the coffin to discover the bodies of her rival Fanny and the child. Troy returns and kisses Fanny’s corpse, cruelly telling Bathsheba that Fanny is more of a wife to him than she will ever be. Using Bathsheba’s money, he lovingly erects a gravestone in Fanny’s memory. He swims out to sea and is presumed dead, leaving the heartbroken Bathsheba a widow. However, Troy is picked up by a passing ship and joins a circus. He returns to Weatherbury to perform and sees Bathsheba, who does not recognise him through his disguise. Troy resolves to reveal himself to reclaim Bathsheba’s fortune.


    THE CHRISTMAS PARTY


    Boldwood hosts a party on Christmas Eve, where Bathsheba finally concedes to marry him. Troy suddenly appears, shocking everyone, and demands that his wife return to him. The now mentally unhinged Boldwood’s delight becomes despair, and he shoots Troy at close range with a hunting rifle, killing him, before attempting to kill himself. Boldwood hands himself in to the authorities and is sentenced to death. However, he is pardoned for insanity and is left to languish in prison. Bathsheba buries Troy next to Fanny and adds his name to the gravestone’s inscription. Gabriel decides to leave the farm and move to America; however, Bathsheba has become dependent on him and entreats him to stay. Gabriel agrees and they are finally married, closing the text.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    GABRIEL OAK


    Gabriel Oak is a young, handsome sheep farmer and the text’s protagonist. He is an introspective, quiet character who has worked hard to build his sheep farm. Oak develops an enduring, unconditional love for the arguably undeserving Bathsheba, and is her “first sweetheart” (p.416). As his surname suggests, Oak is more deeply attuned to nature than the other characters, and he is used to explore the relation between the human and natural worlds. He saves the farm from the elements several times: during the fire and the storm. Oak charms the Weatherbury people with his agricultural knowledge and expert flute playing. He relies on the skies and stars to tell the time and reads nature’s signals to forecast the weather. He is forced to watch Boldwood’s courtship of Bathsheba and her disastrous marriage to Troy, before eventually winning her hand. Through his hard work, honesty and patience, he becomes the text’s quiet hero and acts as its moral centre.


    BATHSHEBA EVERDENE


    Bathsheba is a young woman of striking appearance with long black hair, who lives with her aunt on a farm in Wessex. She is introduced as admiring her appearance in a hand mirror: “She did not adjust her hat […] She simply observed herself as a fair product of nature in the feminine kind” (p.5). Bathsheba is a vain, headstrong girl who values her independence. She rejects Gabriel’s proposal because she does not love him, and because she believes that “He wasn’t quite good enough for me” (p.77). She is an unconventional female character who asserts female autonomy in the patriarchal field of agriculture. She refuses to devalue her independence by marrying a man she does not love. Her independence is conflated with her vanity by threatened males, who consider her to embody the “greatest” female vice of “vanity” (p.6). Bathsheba becomes the object of three very different men’s affection: that of Gabriel, Boldwood and Troy, and eventually achieves marital harmony with Gabriel.


    SERGEANT FRANCIS ‘FRANK’ TROY


    A young, charming sergeant who seduces and marries Bathsheba, Troy is highly educated and comes from a noble bloodline. However, he is also callous and proud. His character is an embodiment of sexual desire, and he offers Bathsheba love and excitement that her other suitors do not. In one sense they are complementary, as Bathsheba’s vanity matches his own. Troy previously had an affair with Bathsheba’s maid Fanny Robin, whom he soon abandoned. Their pairing enacts the Victorian double standard of male and female sexuality: Troy is criticised, but not condemned by society for his known philandering, and is a “walking ruin” for girls (p.169), while Fanny and their illegitimate child die in poverty in the workhouse. On Fanny’s death, Troy exhibits some remorse at his wrongdoings, and erects a gravestone in her memory as an act of repentance. However, he does so using Bathsheba’s money, and stages his own death in order to abandon her. Troy emerges as the text’s callous yet charming villain, and is finally shot by the jealous Boldwood.


    MR WILLIAM BOLDWOOD


    A middle-aged, wealthy landowner who lives on the farm bordering Bathsheba’s, Boldwood is a reserved, serious man who becomes infatuated with Bathsheba after receiving an ill-fated valentine’s card from her. She is the first woman Boldwood has ever loved, and he becomes increasingly possessive despite her continual rejections of his affections. His rapacious attempts to possess the passive Bathsheba completely disregard her own feelings, and raise issues of consent that remain pertinent today. Boldwood is a cautionary figure who dramatises the dangers of unrequited, solipsistic love. His all-consuming passion leads to his downfall, and he commits the ultimate sacrifice by killing Troy, absolving his character and allowing for the eventual union of Bathsheba and Gabriel.


    FANNY ROBIN


    Fanny is Troy’s lover before he meets Bathsheba. She is a young and naïve former maid of Bathsheba’s who is seduced by Troy. She is known for her shimmering blond hair, a lock of which Bathsheba discovers in Troy’s watch after their marriage. After being abandoned by Troy, Fanny gives birth to their child before dying herself. The discovery of this precipitates the breakdown of Troy and Bathsheba’s marriage. Through having extramarital sex and an illegitimate child, Fanny performs the Victorian fallen woman trope and is disgraced by her sexuality. She can be considered as a character double of Boldwood, as they are both victims of idolatry love.
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