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THE FIDDLER OF THE REELS AND OTHER STORIES 1888–1900


THOMAS HARDY was born in a cottage in Higher Bockhampton, near Dorchester, on 1 June 1840. He was educated locally and at sixteen was articled to a Dorchester architect, John Hicks. In 1862 he moved to London and found employment with another architect, Arthur Blomfield. He now began to write poetry and published an essay. By 1867 he had returned to Dorset to work as Hicks’s assistant and began his first (unpublished) novel, The Poor Man and the Lady.

On an architectural visit to St Juliot in Cornwall in 1870 he met his first wife, Emma Gifford. Before their marriage in 1874 he had published four novels and was earning his living as a writer. More novels followed and in 1878 the Hardys moved from Dorset to the London literary scene. But in 1885, after building his house at Max Gate near Dorchester, Hardy again returned to Dorset. He then produced most of his major novels: The Mayor of Casterbridge (1886), The Woodlanders (1887), Tess of the D’Urbervilles (1891), The Pursuit of the Well-Beloved (1892) and Jude the Obscure (1895). During the same period he published three volumes of short stories: Wessex Tales (1888), A Group of Noble Dames (1891) and Life’s Little Ironies (1894). Amidst the controversy caused by Jude the Obscure, he turned to the poetry he had been writing all his life. In the next thirty years he published over nine hundred poems and his epic drama in verse, The Dynasts.

After a long and bitter estrangement, Emma Hardy died at Max Gate in 1912. Paradoxically, the event triggered some of Hardy’s finest love poetry. In 1914, however, he married Florence Dugdale, a close friend for several years. In 1910 he had been awarded the Order of Merit and was recognized, even revered, as the major literary figure of the time. He died on 11 January 1928. His ashes were buried in Westminster Abbey and his heart at Stinsford in Dorset.
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General Editor’s Preface

This edition uses, with one exception, the first edition in volume form of each of Hardy’s novels and therefore offers something not generally available. Their dates range from 1871 to 1897. The purpose behind this choice is to present each novel as the creation of its own period and without revisions of later times, since these versions have an integrity and value of their own. The outline of textual history that follows is designed to expand on this statement.

All of Hardy’s fourteen novels, except Jude the Obscure (1895) which first appeared as a volume in the Wessex Novels, were published individually as he wrote them (from 1871 onwards). Apart from Desperate Remedies (1871) and Under the Greenwood Tree (1872), all were published first as serials in periodicals, where they were subjected to varying degrees of editorial interference and censorship. Desperate Remedies and Under the Greenwood Tree appeared directly in volume form from Tinsley Brothers. By 1895 ten more novels had been published in volumes by six different publishers.

By 1895 Hardy was sufficiently well-established to negotiate with Osgood, McIlvaine a collected edition of all earlier novels and short story collections plus the volume edition of Jude the Obscure. The Well-Beloved (radically changed from its serialized version) was added in 1897, completing the appearance of all Hardy’s novels in volume form. Significantly this collection was called the ‘Wessex Novels’ and contained a map of ‘The Wessex of the Novels’ and authorial prefaces, as well as frontispieces by Macbeth-Raeburn of a scene from the novel sketched ‘on the spot’. The texts were heavily revised by Hardy, amongst other things, in relation to topography, to strengthen the ‘Wessex’ element so as to suggest that this half-real half-imagined location had been coherently conceived from the beginning, though of course he knew that this was not so. In practice ‘Wessex’ had an uncertain and ambiguous development in the earlier editions. To trace the growth of Wessex in the novels as they appeared it is necessary to read them in their original pre-1895 form. For the 1895–6 edition represents a substantial layer of reworking.

Similarly, in the last fully revised and collected edition of 1912–13, the Wessex Edition, further alterations were made to topographical detail and photographs of Dorset were included. In the more open climate of opinion then prevailing, sexual and religious references were sometimes (though not always) made bolder. In both collected editions there were also many changes of other kinds. In addition, novels and short story volumes were grouped thematically as ‘Novels of Character and Environment’, ‘Romances and Fantasies’ and ‘Novels of Ingenuity’ in a way suggesting a unifying master plan underlying all texts. A few revisions were made for the Mellstock Edition of 1919–20, but to only some texts.

It is various versions of the 1912–13 edition which are generally available today, incorporating these layers of alteration and shaped in part by the critical climate when the alterations were made. Therefore the present edition offers the texts as Hardy’s readers first encountered them, in a form of which he in general approved, the version that his early critics reacted to. It reveals Hardy as he first dawned upon the public and shows how his writing (including the creation of Wessex) developed, partly in response to differing climates of opinion in the 1870s, 1880s and early 1890s. In keeping with these general aims, the edition will reproduce all contemporary illustrations where the originals were line drawings. In addition for all texts which were illustrated, individual volumes will provide an appendix discussing the artist and the illustrations.

The exception to the use of the first volume editions is Far from the Madding Crowd, for which Hardy’s holograph manuscript will be used. That edition will demonstrate in detail just how the text is ‘the creation of its own period’: by relating the manuscript to the serial version and to the first volume edition. The heavy editorial censoring by Leslie Stephen for the serial and the subsequent revision for the volume provide an extreme example of the processes that in many cases precede and produce the first book versions. In addition, the complete serial version (1892) of The Well-Beloved will be printed alongside the volume edition, since it is arguably a different novel from the latter.

To complete the picture of how the texts developed later, editors trace in their Notes on the History of the Text the major changes in 1895–6 and 1912–13. They quote significant alterations in their explanatory notes and include the authorial prefaces of 1895–6 and 1912–13. They also indicate something of the pre-history of the texts in manuscripts where these are available. The editing of the short stories will be separately dealt with in the two volumes containing them.
Patricia Ingham 
St Anne’s College, Oxford




Chronology: Hardy’s Life and Works

1840 
2 June: Thomas Hardy born, Higher Bockhampton, Dorset, eldest child of a builder, Thomas Hardy, and Jemima Hand, who had been married for less than six months. Younger siblings: Mary, Henry, Katharine (Kate), to whom he remained close.

1848–56 
Schooling in Dorset.

1856 
Hardy watched the hanging of Martha Browne for the murder of her husband. (Thought to be remembered in the death of Tess Durbeyfield.)

1856–60 
Articled to Dorchester architect, John Hicks; later his assistant.

late 1850s 
Important friendship with Horace Moule (eight years older, middle-class and well-educated), who became his intellectual mentor and encouraged his self-education.

1862 
London architect, Arthur Blomfield, employed him as a draughtsman. Self-education continued.

1867 
Returned to Dorset as a jobbing architect. He worked for Hicks on church restoration.

1868 
Completed his first novel The Poor Man and the Lady but it was rejected for publication (see 1878).

1869 
Worked for the architect Crickmay in Weymouth, again on church restoration.

1870 
After many youthful infatuations thought to be referred to in early poems, met his first wife, Emma Lavinia Gifford, on a professional visit to St Juliot in north Cornwall.

1871 
Desperate Remedies published in volume form by Tinsley Brothers.

1872 
Under the Greenwood Tree published in volume form by Tinsley Brothers.

1873 
A Pair of Blue Eyes (previously serialized in Tinsleys’ Magazine). Horace Moule committed suicide.

1874 
Far from the Madding Crowd (previously serialized in the Cornhill Magazine). Hardy married Emma and set up house in London (Surbiton). They had no children, to Hardy’s regret; and she never got on with his family.

1875 
The Hardys returned to Dorset (Swanage).

1876 
The Hand of Ethelberta (previously serialized in the Corn-hill Magazine).

1878 
The Return of the Native (previously serialized in Belgravia). The Hardys moved back to London (Tooting). Serialized version of part of first unpublished novel appeared in Harper’s Weekly in New York as An Indiscretion in the Life of an Heiress. It was never included in his collected works.

1880 
The Trumpet-Major (previously serialized in Good Words). Hardy ill for many months.

1881 
A Laodicean (previously serialized in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine). The Hardys returned to Dorset.

1882 
Two on a Tower (previously serialized in the Atlantic Monthly).

1885 
The Hardys moved for the last time to a house, Max Gate, outside Dorchester, designed by Hardy and built by his brother.

1886 
The Mayor of Casterbridge (previously serialized in the Graphic).

1887 
The Woodlanders (previously serialized in Macmillan’s Magazine).

1888 
Wessex Tales.

1891 
A Group of Noble Dames (tales). Tess of the D’Urbervilles (previously serialized in censored form in the Graphic). It simultaneously enhanced his reputation as a novelist and caused a scandal because of its advanced views on sexual conduct.

1892 
Hardy’s father, Thomas, died. Serialized version of The Well-Beloved, entitled The Pursuit of the Well-Beloved, in the Illustrated London News. Growing estrangement from Emma.

1892–3 
Our Exploits at West Poley, a long tale for boys, published in an American periodical, the Household.

1893 
Met Florence Henniker, one of several society women with whom he had intense friendships. Collaborated with her on The Spectre of the Real (published 1894).

1894 
Life’s Little Ironies (tales).

1895 
Jude the Obscure, a savage attack on marriage which worsened relations with Emma. Serialized previously in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine. It received both eulogistic and vitriolic reviews. The latter were a factor in his ceasing to write novels.

1895–6 
First Collected Edition of novels: Wessex Novels (16 volumes), published by Osgood, McIlvaine. This included the first book edition of Jude the Obscure.

1897 
The Well-Beloved (rewritten) published as a book; added to the Wessex Novels as vol. XVII. From now on he published only the poetry he had been writing since the 1860s. No more novels.

1898 
Wessex Poems and Other Verses. Hardy and Emma continued to live at Max Gate but were now estranged and ‘kept separate’.

1901 
Poems of the Past and the Present.

1902 
Macmillan became his publishers.

1904 
Part 1 of The Dynasts (epic-drama in verse on Napoleon). Hardy’s mother, Jemima, ‘the single most important influence in his life’, died.

1905 
Met Florence Emily Dugdale, his future second wife, then aged 26. Soon a friend and secretary.

1906 
Part 2 of The Dynasts.

1908 
Part 3 of The Dynasts.

1909 
Time’s Laughingstocks and Other Verses.

1910 
Awarded Order of Merit, having previously refused a knighthood.

1912–13 
Major collected edition of novels and verse, revised by Hardy: The Wessex Edition (24 volumes). 27 November: Emma died still estranged. This triggered the writing of Hardy’s finest love-lyrics about their early time in Cornwall.

1913 
A Changed Man and Other Tales.

1914 
10 February: married Florence Dugdale (already hurt by his poetic reaction to Emma’s death). Satires of Circumstance. The Dynasts: Prologue and Epilogue.

1915 
Mary, Hardy’s sister, died. His distant young cousin, Frank, killed at Gallipoli.

1916 
Selected Poems.

1917 
Moments of Vision and Miscellaneous Verses.

1919–20 
Mellstock Edition of novels and verse (37 volumes).

1922 
Late Lyrics and Earlier with Many Other Verses.

1923 
The Famous Tragedy of the Queen of Cornwall (drama).

1924 
Dramatized Tess performed at Dorchester. Hardy infatuated with the local woman, Gertrude Bugler, who played Tess.

1925 
Human Shows, Far Phantasies, Songs and Trifles.

1928 
Hardy died on 11 January. His heart was buried in Emma’s grave at Stinsford, his ashes in Westminster Abbey. Winter Words in Various Moods and Metres published post-umously. Hardy’s brother, Henry, died.

1928–30 
Hardy’s autobiography published (on his instructions) under his second wife’s name.

1937 
Florence Hardy (his second wife) died.

1940 
Hardy’s last sibling, Kate, died.







                       
           





                       
           






                       
           


This map is from the Wessex Novels Edition, 1895–6
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1896 WT: Wessex Tales: Strange, Lively, and Commonplace (London: Osgood, McIlvaine, 1896)

1900 C: 1900 printing of ‘A Changed Man’ in Cosmopolitan

1900 S: 1900 printing of ‘A Changed Man’ in Sphere

1912 WT: Wessex Tales: Strange, Lively, and Commonplace(London: Macmillan, 1912)

1912 GND: A Group of Noble Dames (London: Macmillan, 1912)

1912 LLI: Life’s Little Ironies, A Set of Tales with Some Colloquial Sketches Entitled A Few Crusted Characters (London: Macmillan, 1912)

1913 CM: A Changed Man, The Waiting Supper, and Other Tales, Concluding With The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid (London: Macmillan, 1913)





Introduction

New readers are advised that this Introduction makes the details of the plots explicit.

In her Introduction to The Withered Arm and Other Stories 1874–1888, the first half of this two-volume selection of short stories by Thomas Hardy, Kristin Brady noted that she had ‘attempted to draw together stories that are both engaging for readers and representative of different phases in Hardy’s career as a writer of short narrative’.1 This volume follows the same principle, focusing on stories that first appeared between late 1888 and 1900. Like its predecessor, it places the stories in the order in which they were first published, although ‘The Melancholy Hussar of the German Legion’ is moved from third to first place in order to indicate the point when most of it was written. This associates it more closely with the narratives of the recent regional past assembled for Hardy’s first volume of short stories, Wessex Tales (1888).2 Certainly it has marked differences from the types of story that characterize Hardy’s second and third collections: A Group of Noble Dames (1891), a compilation of ten aristocratic historically based fantasies set primarily in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and Life’s Little Ironies (1894), a group of tragic or ironic dramas most of which are contemporary in setting. The variety of forms taken by Hardy’s short stories in the last decade of the nineteenth century indicates something of their importance to him, both as works destined for volume publication (and hence for review in serious journals) and as testing grounds for ideas that would receive more sustained treatment in his most innovative and controversial novels, most notably Tess of the D’Urbervilles (1891) and Jude the Obscure (1896 [1895]). Ultimately, with the publication of A Changed Man and Other Tales (1913), all but seven of Hardy’s short stories would receive in his lifetime the status implied by their collection between hard covers.3

On the last day of 1887, Hardy wrote in his journal that the year had been ‘a fairly friendly one’, enabling him ‘to hold my own in fiction, whatever that may be worth, by the completion of “The Woodlanders” ’.4 This mood of relative optimism seems to have continued into the subsequent year. By the end of February, Hardy had sent off Wessex Tales, which was published in May, and by July he had almost completed a story that had been promised to a new journal, the Universal Review. He wrote to Harry Quilter, its editor,


I am settling down to your story. It is of a picturesque kind – a tale of the camp of German Hussars on the hills near here, when Geo. III was King, & living at Weymouth. It has some foundation in truth. The scenery is of course of the period; York Hussars, a camp, downs, old stone manor-house inside a wall, sea in the distance, &c. Daughter of the house is the heroine. Then there is an escape by night, a boat, Weymouth harbour, &c.5


This description of ‘The Melancholy Hussar’ at a fairly advanced stage of its composition contains many trademarks of a standard ‘Wessex Tale’, with its local rural setting and early nineteenth-century historical framework. Hardy speculated, in the same letter, that Quilter may not have wanted ‘a tale of that sort for your very modern review’ and offered as a substitute


a story of a different character – embodying present day aspirations – i.e., concerning the ambitions of two men, their struggles for education, a position in the Church, & so on, ending tragically. If you much prefer the latter sort of thing I will abandon the first – though that is the most advanced, & could be sent in a week or ten days. The other would take a little more time, as it exists at present only in the form of half a dozen notes.


Quilter obviously accepted Hardy’s proposal for the second story, for the result, ‘A Tragedy of Two Ambitions’, appeared in the December 1888 issue of his journal, while ‘The Melancholy Hussar’ was not completed until almost a year later for its January 1890 publication in the Bristol Times and Mirror.

‘The Melancholy Hussar’, the first story to be substantially written, though not completed, after the successful publication of Wessex Tales, has strong affinities with many of Hardy’s earlier fictional works. Set in the Napoleonic era, it returns to the world of The Trumpet-Major (1880) and ‘A Tradition of Eighteen Hundred and Four’, a story first published in 1882. Begun soon after the completion of ‘The Withered Arm’, it also derives much of its power from Hardy’s personal memories of oral sources and his sense that its painful events (both stories conclude with executions) were based on actual occurrences. He wrote in his Preface to the 1896 Wessex Novels edition of Life’s Little Ironies,


A story-teller’s interest in his own stories is usually independent of any merits or demerits they may show as specimens of narrative art; turning on something behind the scenes, something real in their history, which may have no attraction for a reader even if known to him – a condition by no means likely. In the present collection ‘The Melancholy Hussar of the German Legion’ has just such a hold upon myself for the technically inadmissible reasons that the old people who gave me their recollections of its incidents did so in circumstances that linger pathetically in the memory; that she who, at the age of ninety, pointed out the unmarked resting-place of the two soldiers of the tale, was probably the last remaining eyewitness of their death and interment; that the extract from the register of burials is literal, to be read any day in the original by the curious who recognize the village.6


The story came to Hardy through a number of channels. He told George Meredith’s nephew, Stewart Marsh Ellis, that it was related to him in 1855 by an old woman,7 and an annotation in his personal copy of the 1912 Wessex Tales names sources he had already mentioned in a personal note of 1877:8 ‘The execution… was witnessed by James Bushrod of Broadmayne, who described the details to James Selby, a few years younger than himself. Selby in his old age told them to the writer.’9 During 1878–9, Hardy had also copied down in his ‘Trumpet-Major Notebook’ an account of the execution taken from the Morning Chronicle of 4 July 1801, details from which were used in the story’s 1894 first volume printing in Life’s Little Ironies (the copy-text for this edition). And at some point before the 1890 serialization, he had examined the Bincombe parish registers in order to quote them in the story’s conclusion.10

Other aspects of ‘The Melancholy Hussar’ may have resulted from its compositional association with Tess of the D’Urbervilles, Hardy’s most controversial novel to that point in his career and one which had provoked a series of rejections by publishers before it finally appeared, in bowdlerized form, in the Graphic in 1891. As Michael Millgate has noted, Hardy had first sent the early sections of the novel on 9 September 1889 to Tillotson & Son’s Newspaper Fiction Bureau, which had already put them in proof form when its head reader discovered their potentially dangerous content and demanded changes. After Hardy refused to modify the text, Tillotson’s agreed to cancel the contract and on 25 September, as an expression of its continuing goodwill, asked for a short story. Hardy then quickly completed ‘The Melancholy Hussar’ and sent it off on 22 October.11 The story was an acceptably respectable substitute for Hardy’s scandalous novel: unlike Tess Durbeyfield, Phyllis Grove is ‘a pure woman’ in a physical as well as a moral sense. But in both texts the female protagonist is presented as a victim and the narrator, who offers his own personal memories of Phyllis in old age, resolutely defends her against the ‘injustice [inflicted] upon her memory’ because ‘such fragments of her story as got abroad at the time, and have been kept alive ever since, are precisely those which are most unfavourable to her character’. Though her situation may recall that of Eustacia Vye in The Return of the Native (1878) – she too is a middle-class woman from Budmouth who is forced by a self-absorbed father-figure to live in rural isolation – her nature could not be more different from the fickle and manipulative Eustacia’s. Like Tess, she is a woman who, despite her capacity for emotional response, has all the virtues of instinctive respectability, reinforced by reciprocal qualities in the man with whom she agrees to elope: ‘She always said that the one feature in his proposal which overcame her hesitation was the obvious purity and straightforwardness of his intentions. He showed himself to be so virtuous and kind; he treated her with a respect to which she had never before been accustomed.’ And also like Tess, she becomes the victim of the very respectability she embodies, acting out of what Brady calls ‘a naive sense of honour’12 and in the process committing an act of socially sanctioned betrayal that costs her lover his life. The story’s compassionate vindication of Phyllis from the ‘injustice [inflicted] upon her memory’ is thus twofold, its evocation of the complex poignancies of the tragedy implicitly refuting both the enduring rumours of sexual irregularity and the possible charge that her unfortunate lover paid an even higher price for her over-fastidious social conscience than did Phyllis herself.

The plot of ‘The Melancholy Hussar’ turns as much on cross-generational as on romantic relationship: memories of his lonely mother lie at the heart of Matthäus’s homesickness, while the enclosed solipsism of Phyllis’s father is the direct cause of her oppressive seclusion. The complexity of both parental and filial obligation, compounded further by the unyielding imperatives of class, also informs ‘A Tragedy of Two Ambitions’, which, like ‘A Melancholy Hussar’, has associations with Tess in its rendering of both familial havoc wrought by the alcoholism of a parent and the careerist opportunism of two brothers: in their self-reference and failures of charity, the Halborough brothers bear some resemblance to the more fortunately situated Cuthbert and Felix Clare. But the closer novelistic connection suggested by its bleak view of educational aspiration is with Jude the Obscure, which had itself been originally conceived of as a short story and had evolved, according to Hardy’s Preface to its first edition, ‘from notes made in 1887,’13 the year before he wrote ‘A Tragedy of Two Ambitions’. Both story and novel foreground characters who consider, as Hardy himself once had, entering the ministry, and both works explore the anguish of the intelligent man of humble origins who seeks the education and status of a gentleman, initially through the autodidact’s ‘untutored reading of Greek and Latin’.14

The Halborough brothers are, however, unlike Jude Fawley in the moral question mark that hovers over their aspirations. The surviving manuscript indicates that Hardy originally considered ‘The Shame of the Halboroughs’ for the story’s title, and although his final choice appropriately highlights the conjunction between ambition and a tragic fall, the earlier possibility draws attention to what might be seen as the narrative’s two conflicting shames: the unavoidable social shame of the alcoholic father and the culpable moral shame of his sons’ allowing him to drown, seemingly seen by Hardy himself as unquestionably a murder.15 The ethical wrongness of the choice made by the two apparently devout brothers is emphasized by a detail added to the conclusion of the story for its first volume appearance in Life’s Little Ironies (the copy-text for this edition). This episode, in which Joshua notices that his drowned father’s walking-stick, hidden in the sedge by Joshua himself, has taken root and become a ‘straight little silver-poplar’, recalls most immediately a Dorset legend about an ash tree that grew from the whip of Heedless William, a drunken post-van driver who drowned.16 But it also has resonant religious echoes, evoking not only the budding Aaron’s rod in the Epistle to the Hebrews (9.4), the text that the brothers are translating at the beginning of the story, but also the flowering thorn supposedly derived from the pilgrim’s staff planted by Joseph of Arimathaea at Glastonbury.17 Thus the growing poplar, at which the two brothers ‘could not bear to look’, ironically underscores, in tacit contradistinction to the priestly authority of both Aaron and Joseph, the Halboroughs’ priestly failures, failures occasioned by an overwhelming desire for mere social authority and the professional success that bestows it. That Joshua, the leader in the decision to leave their father to his fate, should bear the name of Moses’ successor, the prophet who finally takes the Israelites into the Promised Land, compounds the irony.

The nub of this ‘tragedy’ of ambition is that understandable social aspiration should become, through the very act of parricide that seeks to assure its fulfilment, the occasion for a lifetime of guilt. But the story does not focus exclusively on the brothers’ shared culpability. It evokes understandingly the meagre professional choices available to two impoverished young men, who are fired as much by a sense of responsibility for ensuring their sister’s future as they are by their own ambitions. The caustic advice of Joshua to his younger brother is not mere rationalization but a convincing indictment of the systemic hypocrisies of an inflexibly classed society: ‘To succeed in the Church, people must believe in you, first of all, as a gentleman, secondly as a man of means, thirdly as a scholar, fourthly as a preacher, fifthly, perhaps, as a Christian, – but always first as a gentleman, with all their heart and soul and strength.’ This emphasis on the contribution made by class vulnerability to moral failing may well have been a source of the story’s interest for so many of its original readers. Not only was it a favourite of Hardy and his second wife, Florence, but Edmund Gosse also singled it out for special commendation, Marcel Proust read it in a French translation, and Stanislaus Joyce suggested that even the hostile response to it by his brother, James, who ‘animadverted almost petulantly on Hardy’s “incredible woodenness” ’, constituted wilful blindness to a parallel situation in their own family.18

Hardy’s engagement with class issues took protean forms throughout his writing life and at this period was not limited to the contemporary trials of socially ambitious youths, charged as this recurrent theme was for him by the still raw memory of his own earlier personal history as a gifted young man without the means to attend Oxford or Cambridge. Soon after completing ‘A Tragedy of Two Ambitions’ in August 1888, he began work on ‘The First Countess of Wessex’, a historic tale, set during the 1730s and 40s, whose prime focus, again one involving cross-generational conflict, is the potential destructiveness of arranged marriage. Its historicity is frequently asserted and validated in narratorial asides that emphasize the distance between past and present: Tupcombe is loyal to the Dornells ‘in a degree which has no counterpart in these latter days’, smallpox is ‘a disease whose prevalence at that period was a terror of which we at present can hardly form a conception’, Reynard has already dined when Dornell calls on him at four o’clock ‘for people dined early then’. Surviving artifacts – Reynard’s epitaph ‘still extant in King’s-Hintock church’, Betty’s ‘little white frock… carefully preserved among the relics at King’s-Hintock Court’ – testify as much to the passage of time as to the tale’s authenticity. The distancing effect of these details is counterbalanced, however, by the story’s immediacy, perhaps a reflection of Hardy’s undeclared personal involvement with its historical context. For although he took some factual details from John Hutchins’s massive History and Antiquities of the County of Dorset, a more direct link with its eighteenth-century originals, the first Earl and Countess of Ilchester, was his mother, Jemima Hardy (née Hand), who had been raised in poverty, but whose yeoman ancestors had once owned property later subsumed by the Ilchester estate (see Appendix II).

This connection with Hardy’s mother points to an intriguing relationship between ‘The First Countess of Wessex’ and Tess of the D’Urbervilles, which Hardy began writing immediately after mailing off the story’s periodical version in the autumn of 1888 and whose bowdlerized serialization he was correcting in proof as he prepared the second version of ‘The First Countess of Wessex’ for its inclusion in the 1891 volume edition of A Group of Noble Dames (the copy-text for this edition).19 On the one hand, the two texts are complementary, for the novel dwells on precisely what is excluded from the short story: the history of those, like Jemima Hardy, whose formerly prosperous families have lost their property, wealth and social status. In other respects, however, there are significant parallels between the story and the novel, for both Betty Dornell and Tess Durbeyfield become sexual chattels used by their parents to accomplish their own questionable ends. While the virginal Tess is delivered into the hands of the wealthy Alec D’Urberville by a destitute mother ambitious for her daughter’s future, Betty Dornell, through the machinations of her heiress mother, is married when still a child to a man of thirty primarily because he has influence at court. Both Tess and Betty also have irresponsible fathers who fail their daughters at crucial junctures, and both have relationships with two men. Indeed, their radically differing fates have as much to do with luck as with their contrasting economic and social circumstances: the man forced upon Betty by Susannah Dornell turns out to be a gallant lover and devoted husband, while the man to whom Joan Durbeyfield sends Tess is a feckless manipulator who makes her his mistress rather than his wife. In both stories, moreover, the measure of a husband’s worth is gauged by his ability to accept the sexual history of his wife. A striking contrast to the idealistic Angel Clare, who rejects Tess on their honeymoon because of her past sexual history, the practical Stephen Reynard values future promise over past fact, displaying the intelligence and kindness of a ‘contriving, sagacious, gentle-mannered man, a philosopher who saw that the only constant attribute of life is change’. But this is an outcome suggestive merely of Betty’s good fortune and, more fundamentally, both works expose the powerlessness of women in the sexual marketplace of their respective periods. The happiness of Betty Dornell and the unhappiness of Tess Durbeyfield are both finally determined by the temperamental predispositions of their male partners.

The version of ‘The First Countess of Wessex’ in this volume is markedly different from its 1889 periodical publication in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, for this later incarnation which includes several concluding paragraphs about a historian-narrator and his listeners (see A Note on the History of the Texts and Appendix II for other differences) – was adapted in 1891 for A Group of Noble Dames. The added paragraphs had been revised from the six-story version of A Group of Noble Dames that had appeared at the end of 1890 in the Graphic, and they establish for the group of narratives a mediating context. The collection overall had contained such potentially controversial content that the Graphic editors had demanded substantial changes. For the 1891 volume publication, into which Hardy incorporated revised versions of four other stories that had already been published separately, he basically restored the unbowdlerized versions of the six narratives that had appeared in the periodical.20 Hardy had already described ‘The First Countess of Wessex’ to one editor as ‘near… in character’21 to the other stories in A Group of Noble Dames, and he gave it a special prominence in the volume both by placing it at the very beginning and by moving the initial conversation among the men, which had appeared before the first story in the Graphic, to the conclusion of the narrative about Betty Dornell. This addition to and rearrangement of the material from the shorter collection accomplished two ends: it gave primacy to the originating aristocrats of ‘Wessex’, whose story happens also to have links with Hardy’s personal past, and it partially distanced their tale of ultimate marital contentment, told now by a historian mentioned in the initial sentence, from the ironizing framework that introduces the remaining, mostly bleaker, stories. For although the historian is one of the several speakers of what Hardy was to call his ‘Tale of Tales’,22 his story has its impact before the reader is told that it ‘was made to do duty for the regulation papers on deformed butterflies, fossil ox-horns, prehistoric dung-mixens, and such like, that usually occupied the more serious attention’ of the storm-bound Wessex Field and Antiquarian Club.

The speakers construct their narratives while surrounded by miscellaneous objects suggestive of an ancient and even prehistoric past: ‘varnished skulls, urns, penates, tesserae, costumes, coats of mail, weapons… missals… fossilized ichthyosaurus and iguanodon… stuffed birds’. The appropriateness to these historical stories of the museum setting (based on the Dorset County Museum) is further emphasized by the storytellers revealing in their confident male judgements on their aristocratic female subjects the same taxonomic impulses as those of the Victorian antiquarian and natural scientist. But while Hardy’s treatment of the framing device thereby further ironizes the narrative points of view,23 the stories have often been read without much attention being paid to their narratorial context. This has come about for a number of reasons: they are sometimes decontextualized for inclusion in selections and anthologies; the supposed circumstance of their relation is not developed in much detail after the descriptive paragraphs at the end of ‘The First Countess of Wessex’; and the stories themselves, among them some of the most shocking in situation and descriptive detail in all of Hardy’s work, tend to displace the reader’s memory of the Wessex Field and Antiquarian Club.

Hardy to some degree used the device of the Antiquarian Club in order to protect himself from exactly the sort of response the collection provoked, first from the cautious editors of the Graphic, then from reviewers. For he was quick to defend himself in print, after the Pall Mall Gazette accused him of ‘a hideous and hateful fantasy’, by arguing that ‘the action is thrown back into a second plane or middle distance, being described by a character to characters, and not point-blank by author to reader’.24 This defensive strategy may also have emerged, however, from the very confidence that led Hardy to work with such controversial content. For especially after the late 1880s, by which time he was on familiar terms with some of the leading thinkers and public figures of the period, he was pitching his work partly to a select professional audience familiar with current intellectual debates. In 1887, for example, he sent presentation copies of The Woodlanders – his first book to challenge so openly conventional ideas about marriage – to Algernon Swinburne, whom he had long admired but never met; to Sir Frederick Leighton, the President of the Royal Academy; and to the first Earl of Lytton, poet and former Viceroy of India. Lytton also received a first edition of A Group of Noble Dames in 1891, as did Edward Clodd, a new friend who helped to direct Hardy’s reading towards science and anthropology, and Edmund Gosse, a writer well-read in post-Darwinian theory who would later, in his memoir Father and Son (1907), chart the agonies suffered by his father, the scientist Philip Gosse, in his unsuccessful attempts to reconcile scientific and scriptural authority.25 Such sophisticated readers may well have been in Hardy’s mind when he presented ‘dear, delightful Wessex’ as an intellectual hinterland ‘whose statuesque dynasties are even now only just beginning to feel the shaking of the new and strange spirit without, like that which entered the lonely valley of Ezekiel’s vision and made the dry bones move’. The framing device allowed Hardy to stand at once inside and outside two contrasting intellectual streams: the secluded backwater of his Wessex storytellers and the ideational mainstream of his distinguished London friends. He could play with applying new ideas to historically, socially and temperamentally various incarnations of womanhood, while protecting himself with the mask of his narrators’ provincialism.

This doubleness is nowhere more apparent than in ‘Barbara of the House of Grebe’, the first narrative in the Graphic publication of A Group of Noble Dames and the one immediately following ‘The First Countess of Wessex’ in the 1891 volume printing (the copy-text for this edition). In both versions, it is also the story that immediately follows the introduction of the Antiquarian Club, a significant positioning which foregrounds Hardy’s own dissociation from direct responsibility for narration of its shocking contents. Here he comes closer than anywhere else in his work to exploring the almost sadomasochistic eroticism that had interested him as a young man reading Swinburne.26 Barbara’s ‘craze’ for Edmond Willowes – which is shared by her mother even as she disapproves of the class difference – is presented as a physiological response governed seemingly by post-Darwinian assumptions about the imperatives of sexual selection. The same contemporary emphasis in this historical tale also explains both Barbara’s inability to sustain her love for Willowes during his absence and her physical aversion to him after his injuries when, trying to overcome her repulsion and fear, she ‘involuntarily looked aside and shuddered’ at finding him ‘metamorphosed to a specimen of another species’. And while Barbara’s behaviour is continually labelled as ‘natural’, she displays responses that suggest both the regressiveness of infantilism and the nervous over-refinement of hysteria – as, for example, when she runs from her disfigured husband and crouches on a flower-stand in the greenhouse, with ‘her skirts gathered up, in fear of the field-mice which sometimes came there’. The flight from sexuality suggested by this image anticipates the even more neurotically disorientated Sue Bridehead in Jude the Obscure, who sleeps in a closet, despite her fear of spiders, to escape her husband’s bed. Barbara’s subsequent reproductive career becomes both a tacit biological revenge on Uplandtowers and the inevitable outcome of her disturbed mental and physiological state. She gives birth to eleven children in eight years, evidence of her continuing submission to her manipulative husband’s sexual will, ‘but half of them came prematurely into the world, or died a few days old’ and ‘only one, a girl, attained to maturity’. Thus with the failure of her relationship with her natural partner, Edmond Willowes, she declines into years of submissive and attenuated sexuality that can produce no living male heir.

These suggestive psycho-sexual motifs in ‘Barbara of the House of Grebe’ are appropriate to the story’s narration by a surgeon.27 For although some of the later stories in A Group of Noble Dames are only superficially connected to the professions of their tellers, the clinical content and tone of this story depend on a speaker who claims expertise in matters both physiological and psychological. Thus the surgeon of the Antiquarian Club – ‘the son of a surgeon’ and ‘a man who ha[s] seen much and heard more’ – can pronounce confidently on Barbara’s ‘compound state of mind’ and on the natural impulsiveness of a woman ‘who has long been imposing upon herself a policy of reserve’. But when he elaborates on her overwrought devotions before the marmoreal image of her lost Apollonian first love – her words ‘intermingled with sobs, and streaming tears, and dishevelled hair’ – from which she returns to her current marital bed ‘shaken by spent sobs and sighs’, he surrenders clinical dispassion to the prurient relish of the voyeur, a rhetorical shift seemingly anticipated by the Antiquarian Club’s crimson maltster, who in the introductory frame at the end of ‘The First Countess of Wessex’ winks at the Spark when the surgeon apologizes in advance for his tale ‘as being perhaps a little too professional’. The suggestiveness of Betty’s assignations with the statue, especially given their location – a ‘tabernacle’ in a ‘deep recess’ of her boudoir – is neither subtle nor clinical but rather, from the standpoint of the surgeon’s audience, a flirtation with the pornographic, as was suggested by George Moore in his satirical account of the story.28

Thus the framing context, both temporal and narratorial, for A Group of Noble Dames in some degree freed Hardy to explore controversial aspects of female sexual response, a subject, as he was about to discover in the reactions to Tess of the D’Urbervilles and later to Jude the Obscure, not without risks when addressed in fictions placed within social settings at once more contemporary and less socially exalted. The stories collected for Life’s Little Ironies (1894), the first edition of which provides the copy-text for the next four stories in this selection, show Hardy taking the risk of attempting to engage with what might broadly be conceived of as contemporary problems, primarily though not exclusively related to marital circumstance, as if in preparation for their more ambitious treatment in Jude the Obscure.

The situational skeleton of ‘For Conscience’ Sake’ was provided for Hardy by an old country woman, a Mrs Cross, whom he met in December 18 8 2. As Hardy recalled in the self-authored biography published under his wife’s name, Mrs Cross told him of a girl ‘betrayed and deserted by a lover’ who ‘kept her child by her own exertions, and lived bravely and throve’. When her poverty-stricken lover returned and wanted to marry her, she refused to be ‘made respectable’, and the lover ended in the workhouse: ‘The eminently modern idea embodied in this example – of a woman’s not becoming necessarily the chattel and slave of her seducer – impressed Hardy as being one of the first glimmers of woman’s enfranchisement; and he made use of it in succeeding years in more than one case in his fiction and verse.’29 He also made recurrent use of situations that explore the ambiguous morality of attempts to right past sexual wrongs, attempts often founded in the conventional but emotionally destructive assumption that primacy in sexual possession of a woman, whether inside or outside marriage, both grants rights to and imposes duties on the man who first has sexual knowledge of her. While the situation faced by Michael Henchard in The Mayor of Casterbridge (1886), the first novel written after Hardy’s meeting with Mrs Cross, is complicated by his being the husband rather than the seducer of the woman he effectively sells at auction, there is no starker example in nineteenth-century fiction of a woman being treated as ‘chattel and slave’, and certainly Henchard’s attempt, with his wife’s complicity, retroactively to right this wrong proves disastrous. Tess of the D’Urbervilles, the novel that Hardy completed at about the time (late 1890) that he began working on ‘For Conscience’ Sake’, has Tess’s husband, Angel Clare, advance as the ultimate reason for his desertion of her upon discovery of her past sexual history the fact that her seducer still lives, and therefore has a prior claim to quasi-marital possession: ‘How can we live together while that man lives?’ (Chapter XXXVI). This view is shared by the seducer himself, Alec D’Urberville, who, like Millborne in ‘For Conscience’ Sake’, attempts to assuage his own guilt, not only by saving Tess’s soul but also by making an honest woman of her.30 Emotional confusions wrought by an over-literal sense of the absolute duties and rights bestowed by primacy of sexual possession will also further complicate the tortured exchanges between Jude Fawley, Richard Phillotson and Sue Bridehead in Jude the Obscure. This almost obsessive motif, which places the disorderliness of emotional flux in the balance against false faith in structural absolutes (whether defined by the legal designation of spouse or mere rights of sexual precedence), was apparent from an early stage of Hardy’s work, and responsible for the recurrent intermeshing triadic character patterns in nearly all his novels. But the psychological complexity with which such situations are explored becomes markedly more pronounced in Hardy’s later novels, a development perhaps associable with his experiments with such situations in his shorter fictions.

The same might be said of another motif foregrounded in ‘For Conscience’ Sake’. The enduring power, both genetic and imaginative, of heredity had already been emphasized in Tess of the D’Urbervilles, manifested in family history in, for example, the suggestion that Tess’s ‘mailed ancestors rollicking home from a fray had dealt… even more ruthlessly’ with peasant girls than Alec has just dealt with Tess (Chapter XI), family legend (the D’Urberville coach) and the family face, which parodically echoes Tess’s own features as it lours down at her on her ill-fated wedding night from the D’Urberville portraits on the wall of the ancestral manor (Chapter XXXIV). In late 1890, soon after revising Tess for serialization, Hardy read August Weismann’s Essays on Heredity,31 a work that may have influenced not only the central revelatory event of ‘For Conscience’ Sake’ (‘It was as if… a mysterious veil had been lifted, temporarily revealing a strange pantomime of the past’) but also the evolution of The Pursuit of the Well-Beloved (substantially written in 1891), a novel whose main plot pursues heredity across three generations. By the time Hardy was writing Jude the Obscure, he was more interested in the psychological than the physical imprint imposed by heredity, with the malign power of the Fawley heritage compounded in the union of the cousins Sue and Jude into ‘a terrible intensification of unfitness – two bitters in one dish’ (III. vi). While the gothic extravagances encompassing Jude’s tragedy, culminating in the self-annihilating verses from the Book of Job he whispers to himself on his deathbed, far surpass in their horror the low-key self-effacement of Millborne, who is condemned merely to a self-sacrificial exile of ‘harmless’ pseudonymous solitude, the source of the personal failures is markedly similar in the two cases: the combined power of social convention and heredity.

Both forces tend to converge in the person of the child, often figured in Hardy’s later fiction as both victim and victimizer, a conflation seen in its most extreme form in Little Father Time of Jude the Obscure. In ‘For Conscience’ Sake’, Frances Frankland’s vitriolic attack on her father (‘Why were you so weak, mother, as to admit such an enemy to your house – one so obviously your evil genius’) seems far in excess of what his selfishly muddled good intentions have warranted, especially given that the most enduring inheritance from his status as ‘evil genius’ to Leonora Frankland is Frances herself: the indictment of the father is tacitly the indictment of her own existence. The effect of Frances’s attack is to redirect Millborne’s conscience away from the need to re-implicate himself in the Frankland women’s lives out of some spurious sense of honour and towards an act of self-effacement that leaves him in exiled isolation. Similarly, in ‘The Son’s Veto’, Randolph Twycott’s existence is premised upon his father’s antecedent willingness to commit ‘social suicide’ by marrying beneath him. In condemning such social solecisms by forbidding his mother the same marital class descent perpetrated by his father, Randolph, like Frances Frankland, condemns the very forces that created him. As with Frances Frankland’s ascent to the status of wife to a cleric, the price for Randolph’s secure hold on priestly respectability is paid by a parent, a mother who declines into loveless solitude and an early death. And as in ‘A Tragedy of Two Ambitions’, the social marker that most separates parent from child is education, with Randolph’s condescension to his mother increasing at every stage of his educational advance through public school, to university, to ordination.

While ‘The Son’s Veto’ is unequivocal in its implicit judgement of Randolph’s almost hysterical self-reference (‘I am ashamed of you! It will ruin me! A miserable boor! a churl! a clown! It will degrade me in the eyes of all the gentlemen of England!’), preventing as it does his mother’s return to marital fulfilment in the class from which she originates, cross-class alliances fail in Hardy’s work for reasons beyond their disruption of the adamantine social barriers dear to the cruel rectitude of middle-class vicars, recurrent though clergymen are in Hardy’s work as convenient agents to embody contemptible acts of snobbery. For Hardy the social convention that makes fleeting physical and emotional attraction a source of enduring misery is destructive because it translates a transient and impulsive truth into a permanent falsehood. Class difference may exacerbate the effects of such circumstances, locking together two people formed by different worlds who share nothing but a passing sexual frisson. But the more fundamental tragedy, that people change while contractual avowals and the social states they legitimate do not, is no respecter of class. When Hardy adopted ‘the letter killeth’32 as the epigraph to Jude the Obscure, he was foregrounding a metaphor whose truth had long been recurrently demonstrated in his fiction. The potential for a changed inner and private state to be misrepresented by an external emblem of that state (a love letter, a marriage licence, the indelible social designator of ‘husband’ or ‘wife’, or for that matter ‘fallen woman’) is for Hardy what inevitably ironizes, often tragically, the most complex of human emotions: sexual passion and the affectional impulses that accompany it. Examples from the major novels written in the same general period as the short stories in this collection are legion. In The Woodlanders, the marriage bond of Grace Melbury and Edred Fitzpiers proves imperviously resistant to the elusive freedom seemingly offered to Grace by new divorce laws. In The Mayor of Casterbridge, love letters, attesting to an intimacy that no longer reflects an emotional reality, bring about the disastrous skimmity-ride that ultimately kills both parties to the correspondence. In Tess of the D’Urbervilles, the question of who has the greater title to the designator ‘husband’ is tragically complicated by the non-delivery to the man Tess is about to marry of a wedding-eve confessional letter. And in Jude the Obscure a man whose job is to carve living language into dead stone sees both educational and domestic hopes destroyed when they pit themselves against the impregnable walls of social orthodoxy. In all these instances, emotional realities fall foul of inflexible or misleading structures of law, language and convention that maim those they entrap.

‘On the Western Circuit’ offers one of Hardy’s most compelling explorations of the external artifact that treacherously misrepresents the inner state to which it apparently attests. The story may be founded in part in his boyhood memory of writing love letters for local illiterate girls,33 and certainly the irrevocable blighting of Charles Raye’s life is a function of the educational chasm between classes. Thus his realization that he has been ‘ruined’ comes not in response to the mere fact of marriage to a social inferior, which he has been prepared to risk in light of ‘the unexpected mines of brightness and warmth that her letters had disclosed to be lurking in her sweet nature’. Only after his discovery that Anna is not the possessor of the sympathetic and delicate sensibility conveyed in the letters written on her behalf by Edith Harnham does Raye despair. When he observes to Edith ‘Legally I have married her… in soul and spirit I have married you,’ he provides incontrovertible testimony to the capacity for an external cipher, both epistolary and marital, of an inner quality ironically to belie the truth it apparently affirms. He also underlines the subjectivist presuppositions informing Hardy’s view of the relationship between the individual and the ‘real’ world. Shared imaginative sympathy has created the bond between Raye and a woman he has barely met, and the same imaginative responsiveness has the power, albeit temporarily, to remake the world, substituting an aesthetically mediated ideal for the coarser fleshly reality.

Hardy’s experiments in many of his short stories with attempting to mediate romantic yearning through external artistic forms (sculpture in the case of ‘Barbara of the House of Grebe’, letters in ‘On the Western Circuit’, music in ‘The Fiddler of the Reels’, poetry in ‘An Imaginative Woman’) may again be related to the difficulties he was already experiencing in his longer fiction in addressing female sexual response in ways that carried psychological conviction without offending against contemporary norms of good taste and literary propriety. The use of states of aesthetic rapture to convey sexual arousal is seen in two of Hardy’s most emotionally charged stories, ‘The Fiddler of the Reels’ and ‘An Imaginative Woman’, both of which, in very different ways, suggest an almost supernatural element in the imprinting of a man’s imaginative power on a woman’s consciousness. This is not to suggest that the mysterious impact of Mop Ollamoor’s fiddle-playing or Robert Trewe’s poems is merely an oblique literary convenience for rendering female sexuality more safely than, for example, the blunt description of Arabella Donn as ‘a complete and substantial female animal’ who lobs ‘the characteristic part of a barrow-pig’ at her intended lover (Jude the Obscure, I. vi). Both stories explore the essential part that imagination plays in sexual infatuation, most overwhelming for those who suspend actual circumstance, especially contexts of emotional deprivation, and enter states of quasi-enchantment that offer the promise of romantic fulfilment. This yearning for the unattainable as a route out of the unendurable characterizes a number of Hardy’s later protagonists, invariably bringing them to disaster.

For the suggestible women of ‘The Fiddler of the Reels’ and ‘An Imaginative Woman’, that yearning has mysteriously physical repercussions that bridge the notional divide between imagination and reality. In the case of Car’line Aspent, who is not presented as innately one of nature’s more sensitive souls, sexual response would seem superficially to have less to do with imaginative aspiration than with spasmodic reflex, analogous to convulsive ‘galvanic shock’. But Mop Ollamoor’s demonic musical power, which allied with a different character might have made of him ‘a second Paganini’, has an explicitly sexualized imaginative source, rooted in old country-dance tunes, entirely alien to his rival’s plodding placidity. Ned Hipcroft, who ‘had not the slightest ear for music’, is by contrast a ‘respectable mechanic’ possessed of ‘a nature not greatly dependent upon the ministrations of the other sex for its comforts’. The fact that Ned is working on construction of the Great Exhibition’s modern architectural marvel, the Crystal Palace (a plot detail presumably suggested by the story’s having been commissioned for a special Chicago World’s Fair edition of Scribner’s Magazine (13 May 1893)), defines him in relation to an urban technological world in ‘an era of great hope and activity among the nations and industries’, to which Car’line travels on another modern wonder, the ‘excursion-train’. These contrasting states – figuring individuality, antiquity, aesthetic inspiration and demonic passion on the one hand, collectivity, modernity, industrialism and sexual placidity on the other – are mutually exclusive, the mythic Ollamoor disappearing with his daughter into a timeless realm of folk-history and rumour, leaving Ned, for all his centrality to the modern ‘movement’, to a childless existence with a peevish wife in contemporary London.

If Car’line Aspent’s saltatory excesses are rooted in hysteria, as her father suspects, the danses macabres she performs as surviving vestiges of a dying rural culture are ominous in their neurotic intensity, suggesting divorce from rather than engagement with a genuine community. As Brady has observed,34 it is significant that Ollamoor’s ‘date was a little later than that of the old Mellstock quire-band’, whose members ‘despised the new man’s style’ as being ‘all fantastical’ with ‘no “plumness” in it – no bowing, no solidity’. While the Mellstock quire constitutes the collective musical voice, in both secular and sacred incarnations, of a village community, Ollamoor plays alone. Similarly, in her last encounter with Ollamoor, Car’line begins her dancing within a community of partners but ends by dancing alone, ‘defiantly as she thought, but in truth slavishly and abjectly, subject to every wave of the melody, and probed by the gimlet-like gaze of her fascinator’s open eye’. A musical art that is founded in the joyous celebration of group ritual has declined into quasi-onanistic self-projection in a sexual battle of wills that pits dancer against fiddler even as she submits to the hypnotic power of his music.35

A similar inwardness characterizes Ella Marchmill’s infatuation with the image of Robert Trewe in ‘An Imaginative Woman’ (copy-text for this edition is its first book appearance in the 1896 reissue of Wessex Tales. It was subsequently (1912) moved to the opening position in Life’s Little Ironies). While the dynamics of this infatuation seem at first glance very different from the volatility of Car’line Aspent’s reaction to Ollamoor’s playing, and certainly require no action on Trewe’s part to generate Ella Marchmill’s preoccupation with him, its effects are comparably overwhelming. They are again founded in the mediation of sexual response through an art form, not music this time but poetry, along with the more mundane artifacts – clothing, furniture, photograph, bedding – by which Trewe’s physical rather than imaginative presence is defined. The main distinction from Car’line’s situation in ‘The Fiddler of the Reels’ lies in Trewe’s entirely passive role in the stimulation of Ella’s imaginative obsession: ‘all that moved her was the instinct to specialize a waiting emotion on the first fit thing that came to hand’. Yet despite Trewe’s lack of direct responsibility for the effect that he has, there is again, as in ‘The Fiddler of the Reels’, a very active creative/destructive reciprocity in the woman’s response to this sexualized medium of exchange. The work of Trewe that most vibrantly inflames Ella is, like Ollamoor’s music, work in some sense still in performance:


Then she scanned again by the light of the candle the half-obliterated pencillings on the wall-paper beside her head. There they were – phrases, couplets, bouts-rimés, beginnings and middles of lines, ideas in the rough, like Shelley’s scraps, and the least of them so intense, so sweet, so palpitating, that it seemed as if his very breath, warm and loving, fanned her cheeks from those walls, walls that had surrounded his head times and times as they surrounded her own now. He must often have put up his hand so – with the pencil in it. Yes, the writing was sideways, as it would be if executed by one who extended his arm thus.


Like Ollamoor’s fiddling, these pencillings are works in process that embody the physical identity of their creator, inflame sexually the woman they inspire aesthetically, and inhabit, as incomplete but soon to be completed works, an ongoing creative present in which Ella’s body describes movements (‘He must often have put up his hand so’, ‘the writing was sideways, as it would be if executed by one who extended his arm thus’) elicited by her fellow artist’s own performative acts. And although in this story Ella’s last child (yet another victimized and victimizing infant, this time one ‘who had been the death of his mother’36) has, unlike Car’line Aspent’s Carry, an unimpeachably respectable physical paternity, his features bear ‘the dreamy and peculiar expression of the poet’s face’. Thus just as Carry, Ollamoor’s actual daughter, disappears from her story into an unknown future in the possession of her musical father, so Ella’s child, rejected by his actual blood father, would seem to face his future possessed by ‘the transmitted idea’ of the features of his imaginary poet-father.

It has long been recognized that this story of an ‘imaginative woman’ never met by the melancholic poet with whom she is infatuated (and who himself dies for lack of a desired ‘imaginary woman’) owes much to the relationship of Hardy with Florence Henniker, the ‘charming, intuitive woman’37 Hardy did meet, about three months before beginning work on ‘An Imaginative Woman’. By the time he was working on his own short story, he was already collaborating with Florence Henniker on another story, ‘The Spectre of the Real’, the most palpable product of a friendship, founded in considerable part on shared literary interests, that lasted until Henniker’s death in 1923. Hardy’s early relationship with Henniker (married not, like Ella Marchmill, unhappily to an arms manufacturer but happily to an army officer) effectively inverts that of ‘An Imaginative Woman’, with Hardy figuring as the infatuated and Henniker as the infatuee, until her early indication of the platonic terms on which she wanted their friendship to proceed subdued Hardy’s romantic impulses.38 This use of broadly autobiographical but heavily disguised material, which we have seen occurring in a number of the stories in this collection, distinguishes also ‘A Changed Man’, the story that gave its name to the last collection of short fiction published in Hardy’s lifetime (A Changed Man and Other Tales (1913)), but published here using as copy-text the serial version published in the Sphere (21 and 28 April 1900). Maumbry’s noble, and ultimately fatal, selflessness in battling the cholera outbreak in his parish is based upon the comparable efforts of Henry Moule (vicar of St George’s, Fordington, and father of Hardy’s good friend Horace Moule) during the 1854 cholera epidemic. The association ends there – Henry Moule did not share Maumbry’s colourful earlier career, troubled marital circumstances or tragic end – but may have been responsible for Hardy’s feeling that the story was the best of those collected in the volume to which it gave its name.39

‘A Changed Man’ and ‘Enter a Dragoon’ (copy-text for which is also the serial version, Harper’s Monthly Magazine, December 1900) are the last two stories written by Hardy. They both return to the regional military subject-matter, although of mid-century rather than the Napoleonic period, with which this volume of selected short stories opened. But perhaps as appropriate to their terminal position in both this selection and Hardy’s career as a writer of fiction is their preoccupation with what had been, virtually from the outset of his writing life, the most recurrent motif in his fiction: the irony – by turns comic, pathetic and tragic – of sexual exchange in a world where intention and fulfilment are invariably at odds and changing emotional verities or social circumstances inevitably relativize the destructive absolutism of marital roles. Again Hardy resorts to the familiar device of triadic patterning. Laura Maumbry conceives of herself as the wife of a soldier. When his transformation into a parson requires her to remake herself as a parson’s wife, she resists, redefining herself instead as lover to another, parodically named, soldier, Lieutenant Vannicock. When her husband sacrifices himself in the line of parsonical duty, thereby tacitly confirming his claim that ‘a curate is a soldier – of the church militant’, Laura loses interest in her lover, honours her dead husband’s memory, and ‘lived and died a widow’. A similar, if less poignant, irony informs Selina Paddock’s situation in ‘Enter a Dragoon’, albeit an irony imposed as much by the perversity of circumstance as by her own emotional proclivities. Loyal to her soldier lover until she believes him to be dead, she then plans to marry to provide a secure home for her illegitimate child. When the ‘dead’ lover returns immediately before her marriage she reverts to him, only to see him die in reality on the evening of his return. She then stays true to the lover whose ‘widow in the eyes of Heaven’ she believes herself to be only to discover, after it is too late to marry his successor, that he had faithlessly married another woman before returning to her. Like Laura Maumbry, Selina, having faced the need to choose between two men and having chosen the one with most moral claim to the title of ‘husband’, is left with neither.

While ‘A Changed Man’ and ‘Enter a Dragoon’ were not collected for many years after their serial publication (appearing eventually in the final, and least thematically cohesive, of Hardy’s volumes of short stories), had these two satires of marital circumstance been written a few years earlier, they would have seemed perfectly suited to inclusion in Life’s Little Ironies. But their poignant evocation of temperamental and situational crossed purposes also seems an appropriate prelude to the very different, and much more ambitious, work that was already preoccupying Hardy as he ended his career as a
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