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General Editors’ Preface

The purpose of this series of New Casebooks is to reveal some of the ways in which contemporary criticism has changed our understanding of commonly studied texts and writers and, indeed, of the nature of criticism itself. Central to the series is a concern with modern critical theory and its effect on current approaches to the study of literature. Each New Casebook editor has been asked to select a sequence of essays which will introduce the reader to the new critical approaches to the text or texts being discussed in the volume and also illuminate the rich interchange between critical theory and critical practice that characterises so much current writing about literature.

In this focus on modern critical thinking and practice New Casebooks aim not only to inform but also to stimulate, with volumes seeking to reflect both the controversy and the excitement of current criticism. Because much of this criticism is difficult and often employs an unfamiliar critical language, editors have been asked to give the reader as much help as they feel is appropriate, but without simplifying the essays or the issues they raise. Again, editors have been asked to supply a list of further reading which will enable readers to follow up issues raised by the essays in the volume.

The project of New Casebooks, then, is to bring together in an illuminating way those critics who best illustrate the ways in which contemporary criticism has established new methods of analysing texts and who have reinvigorated the important debate about how we ‘read’ literature. The hope is, of course, that New Casebooks will not only open up this debate to a wider audience, but will also encourage students to extend their own ideas, and think afresh about their responses to the texts they are studying.

John Peck and Martin Coyle

University of Wales, Cardiff


Introduction: ‘Tess of the d’Urbervilles’ Faithfully Presented By

PETER WIDDOWSON

Anyone who has read Tess of the d’Urbervilles (and certainly any modern criticism about it) will be in no doubt that the novel is emphatically visual in many of its effects. There are those famous set-piece ‘descriptions’ of rural Wessex (not quite Dorset, let us remember); the inescapably scenic moments, such as the May-dance at Marlott as the novel opens or sunrise at Stonehenge towards the end, which render talk about Hardy’s proto-cinematic techniques more than merely chic; and the narrative’s obsessive voyeuristic gazing at Tess herself (especially that famous ‘mobile peony mouth’1) which has made so many readers wonder a little about Thomas Hardy. But there is also a great deal of visual imagery in the novel of a rather more self-reflexive sort - a kind of metadiscourse about looking, seeing, perception, representation, imaging. This is not new or unique to Tess of the d’Urbervilles of course: it is everywhere apparent in Hardy’s fiction - from the subtitling of Under the Greenwood Tree as ‘A Rural Painting of the Dutch School’ to the presence (betimes) of a photographer in A Laodicean; from the staged artificiality of the tableaux vivants in The Hand of Ethelberta to the blindness of Clym in The Return of the Native; from the astronomer’s telescope in Two on a Tower to striking ‘moments of vision’ (a phrase I shall return to) such as that in Desperate Remedies (Hardy’s first published novel) where Cytherea Graye, watching her father and some masons at the top of a church spire - ‘it was an illuminated miniature, framed in by the dark margin of the window’ (my italics) - suddenly sees him fall to his death: ‘he reeled off into the air, immediately disappearing downwards’.2 And there are the typographical signs and devices scattered throughout the text of Jude the Obscure - a novel significantly characterised by its author in his preface to the first edition (1895) as ‘a series of seemings, or personal impressions’.3

But self-conscious techniques of visualisation are particularly insistent in Tess, a novel also prefatorily described by Hardy as ‘an impression’4 - a significant word, perhaps, given his fascination with the late ‘impressionist’ paintings of J. Μ. W. Turner.5 Chapter Two, for example, opens with a reference to a ‘landscape-painter’, and from there on the novel abounds with overt or covert references to pictures.6 There is also the complex ambiguity of the narrator’s point of view - towards Tess in particular. For instance:

As she walked along today, for all her bouncing handsome womanliness, you could sometimes see her twelfth year in her cheeks, or her ninth sparkling from her eyes; and even her fifth would flit over the curves of her mouth now and then.

Yet few knew, and still fewer considered this. A small minority, mainly strangers, would look long at her in casually passing by, and grow momentarily fascinated by her freshness, and wonder if they would ever see her again: but to almost everybody she was a fine and picturesque country girl, and no more.

(p. 52)

My italics draw attention to the voyeurism of the passage, but the uncertainty of focus (‘you ... few ... still fewer ... a small minority . . . almost everybody’) and the peculiar logic of the syntax in the second paragraph (‘Yet . . . but . . . and no more’) make it very difficult to say who sees her like this and whether the narrative is attempting to distance itself from the erotic imaging the passage in fact delivers or is fully complicit in it. Furthermore, there is the continual presentation of Tess in terms of the way she is ‘seen’ by others - most especially, of course, Alec and Angel - until her ‘character’ seems to be composed entirely of other people’s images of her (a point I will return to later). And there are the many other instances where the narrative deploys strikingly visual devices and motifs, from the filmic long-shots (the farm-girls picking swedes at Flintcomb-Ash) and close-ups (Tess’s mouth), to the final scene where Angel and Liza Lu, ‘their eyes riveted’ to the gaol’s flag-pole, watch the ‘black flag’ unfurl which denotes that Tess has been hanged (notice how, at this point, a novel which has fetishised Tess’s visual presence throughout now signals its absence by her displacement into a black flag).

It is quite possible to think, therefore, that Tess of the d’Urbervilles is actually in some way about seeing and representation. After all, Hardy himself describes it in the preface to the first edition - although we can never really trust that wary old ironist and least self-revealing of writers - as ‘an attempt to give artistic form to a true sequence of things’ (my italics). And he also claims, by way of the novel’s hugely contentious subtitle (‘appended’, he would have us believe in a prefatory postscript of 1912, ‘at the last moment’ and with no premeditation), that his ‘Pure Woman’ is ‘faithfully presented by Thomas Hardy’ (my italics). Does the phrasing here suggest just how ironically conscious he was of representation as a potent source, precisely, of misrepresentation? Had the image, as we all now know in these post-modern times, already substantively replaced ‘the thing itself’ for Hardy? Was he already discrediting the notion that there is an ultimate reality, or true essence, outside of history and discourse - such as ‘human nature’, for example, or even perhaps: pure woman? But a discussion of this key term in Hardy’s disingenuous subtitle - and a central theme of critical commentary on Tess - must wait for a moment, although, as we shall see, the ‘pure woman’ and her attendant debate in fact focuses the issues of seeing and representation which I have suggested the novel so insistently raises. Certainly a good deal of the criticism which follows in this volume emphasises these issues as crucial terms in discussing Tess of the d’Urbervilles - an emphasis which derives principally from two very contemporary critical sources: feminism and poststructuralism. In order to explain what I mean, and also to account for the nature and composition of this New Casebook, I need to reflect briefly on the general state of recent Hardy criticism, before returning to the problems of ‘seeing’, (mis)representation and pure women.

What is particularly noteworthy about the present collection is the fact that all the essays come from the last decade. In other words, although the brief for these New Casebooks is to select work from the past twenty years, I found that with a few honourable exceptions which the Bibliography will identify, all the really interesting material came after 1980. It appeared that work from the 1970s, even that of high quality and sophisticated in its own terms, some-how ‘belonged’ to an earlier critical phase7 - rather like those automobiles which are still being made new and still function adequately, but which, when you lift the bonnet, clearly betray a prior generation of technology. I do not mean to be gratuitously dismissive, or to foster a ‘whig’ view of literary-critical history as continually ‘progressive’, nor do I wish to be wilfully partial and partisan, but so much critical writing on Tess in the 70s, with its emphases on plot, character, ‘ideas’ and imagery (sometimes symbolism), does now seem passé, beside the point, going nowhere - except over well-trodden (some might say exhausted) ground.

What gradually becomes apparent, despite an obsessive innovativeness and self-presentation of difference, is that by far the greatest proportion of criticism on Hardy’s fiction in the 1970s was held within the (by then) traditional parameters of critical intelligibility.8 These were fundamentally humanist-realist in origin, promoting notions of a unified human subject (‘the individual’, ‘character’) at the centre of the general scheme of things - metaphysical, natural and social (‘environment’) - and of the artist’s prime responsibility and achievement as being to represent this relationship with veracity (or with ‘realism’). This, in turn, implies, on the one hand, the existence of an external reality to be copied - a given ‘real world’ and ‘characters’ both knowable and describable - and, on the other, the possibility of deploying a language which could accurately describe - not mediate - that reality, one which had a precise referentiality and would ‘tell things as they really are’. What lies at the heart of such an essentialist world-view is a belief that everything has an ultimate ontological reality, an irreducible essence, quite outside its material, historical or discursive circumstances (things as they really are). The commonest (and most ideologically potent) expression of this is the notion of ‘Human Nature’ - the proposition that whatever the circumstances, and with the best will in the world, human beings cannot change their basic nature, or have it changed for them: that they are, as it were, trapped by their own very human-ness. But it is, of course, this ‘essential’ human nature which artists are most praised for depicting, and their ‘realism’ is, paradoxically, at once their ability to represent the contingent reality of everyday life, and, by way of this, the essential unchanging reality of ‘human nature’ itself. In its attempt to render this essence visible by describing it in referential language, realism too is essentialist.

Hardy, against the grain of much of his writing, has, from the earliest reviews, been hauled into consonance with such a world-­view and such an aesthetic. Borrowing his own phrase, ‘Novels of Character and Environment’,9 to praise what are generally regarded as his ‘major’ novels, critics have characteristically seen Hardy, ‘at his best’, as the tragic humanist-realist of Wessex, finding essential human nature in the lives of his rural protagonists (and in his ‘rustic chorus’) pitted in conflict with ‘Fate’ or ‘Nature’ (much less often with ‘Society’). This, together with his descriptions of nature and his evocation of a ‘passing’ rural community, has been regarded as his major achievement, and accounts for the elevation into canonic texts of about eight of his fourteen novels (the six ‘minor novels’ fail in various ways to fit this mould10). Even so, Hardy presents problems, and it is noteworthy how much damage-limitation criticism has had to go in for in order to wrench this ‘flawed genius’ into the canon and tradition. Hardy’s ‘faults’ are said to be: his tendency to ‘melodrama’; the excessive use of chance and coincidence in his plots; his ‘pessimism’; his parading of ‘ill-digested’ ideas; his at times pedantic, awkward, mannered style; and, over and above all these - indeed subsuming them - his tendency to ‘improbability’ and ‘implausibility’; in other words, his failure to be ‘realistic’, or, to put it yet another way, to represent ‘essential reality’ accurately. These ‘faults’ and ‘flaws’ bedevil even his major works, where they have to be ignored or explained away, but they are the principal cause of his ‘failure’ in the ‘minor novels’.

All too often, and however sophisticated the particular inflexions of critical inquiry in the 1970s, many of these governing co-ordinates remained unchallenged. Certainly there were innovative approaches, with a kind of high-powered humanistic formalism (emphasising imagery, symbolism, ‘poetic structure’ and so forth) replacing the older ‘character’/‘Fate'/Tragedy/rural-elegy nexus, but fundamentally similar underlying assumptions (about Hardy’s humanism, about his ‘flaws’, and especially about his ‘uneasy’ relation to realism) continued to determine the critical positions taken up. There was no attempt, for example, to rethink the tendency to reject large chunks of Hardy’s texts simply as bad writing; no sense that viewing them through a realist lens might result in them appearing ‘improbable’, and that perhaps the lens was wrong; no inquiry into the nature and function of Hardy’s language (except perhaps its ‘poetics’); or into his ‘inadequate’ characterisation (because ‘character’ itself remains an unproblematic concept) or his contingent plotting; no thought that perhaps Hardy was an ^mfr-realist, challenging and demystifying the limits and conventions of realism and humanist essentialism. But the fundamental inadequacy of most of the 1970s criticism which I have left out of the present volume is not so much its residual subscription to the conventional critical stereotypes of Hardy’s fiction, but rather its failure to admit, disguised by grandiloquent evaluations and judgements, that it was inadequate to the task of dealing with the entire textuality of the literary works it had in hand. All novels, but Hardy’s especially so, are riddled with contradictory discourses, are inscribed throughout with fault-lines thrown up by the clash of competing discursive ‘plates’ just below the text’s surface, and it is surely the job of criticism, not to reject them as ‘failures of taste’, but to explore and explain the significance of the work as a whole. It is instructive to compare criticism from the 1970s with many of the essays reprinted here11 which focus on the dynamically unstable textuality of Hardy’s fictional writing: its plural discourses and competing styles, its irony, mannerisms and self-deconstructing artificiality, its self-conscious vocabulary and modes of address, its language of tension. But the perception of these features is the reflex, I have suggested particularly, of feminist and poststructuralist initiatives and it is to these that we will return in a moment.

However, there is one impressive piece of scholarship from the 70s which should first be acknowledged as fundamentally influential in the contemporary redirecting of attention to Hardy’s textuality in relation to Tess: J. T. Laird’s The Shaping of Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1975), a book
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