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In the text that follows, I make two assumptions about the nature of Thomas Hardy's fiction and poetry in general, both of which were articulated years ago by John Holloway in The Victorian Sage and both of which have been echoed many times since. The first is that though one looks in vain for a coherent general philosophy in Hardy's works, it is clear that he does have something like a coherent imaginative vision, a consistent set of ways of viewing and presenting the world. The second assumption is that this larger vision is seldom, if ever, effectively expressed in abstract terms. What Holloway calls Hardy's "considered view of the world" emerges instead from image, symbol, and the often symbolic or metaphoric narrative structures of the novels. 1 It pervades the fiction and poetry, because in them it is more than simply issues or subjects that drive Hardy's imagination, it is also what he once termed an "idiosyncratic mode of regard," a way of looking at the world with the quality and characteristics of intuitive and imaginative insight, rather than a considered or abstractable philosophy. 2 As critics have pointed out for some time, Hardy's most instinctive mode as a writer is figurative, not analytic; his most habitual method is symbolism, not argument. 

The symbolic dimension of Hardy's fiction was not what attracted (or offended) his earliest readers and reviewers, who responded to the books most often in mimetic, formal, and moral terms. 3 But since at least Marcel Proust's time, critics have become increasingly aware of the importance of the many recurring patterns, symbols, and images in the fiction and poetry. 4 It is now a given, for example, that there is more to the sword exercise and sheepshearing scenes in Far from the Madding Crowd than sensationalism and genre painting--the verdict of early reviewers. It is clear that Tess's musings about life on a blighted planet (and similar feelings expressed by other characters in other books) represent more than quaint or "realistic" dialogue, that the rich descriptive writing is far more than "setting," [End Page 773] and that the repetitions of configurations of characters and events are meaningful. "Our response to the detail [in Hardy's fiction]," says Holloway, "must be colored by our enduring sense of what is mediated all in all." 5 

The urge to discover "what is mediated all in all" has resulted in a succession of stylistic and phenomenological studies of the fiction and poetry in the past several decades, 6 each with a differing idea about which are the most important patterns in the carpet, all with a sense that, to borrow Dennis Taylor's phrase, a "consistency of vision and coherence of sensibility" characterizes both poems and novels. 7 The critics' object in most cases is, as J. Hillis Miller puts it, "to identify those underlying structures which persist through all the variations in Hardy's work and make it a whole." 8 My object, too, is to identify and explore one such common denominator: Hardy's symbolic use of a highly personal sense of the relations among identity, community, and place. 

The word "place" has come to mean a variety of things to students of the novel. At the simplest level it usually refers to a writer's artistic use of a highly particularized physical environment, geographical region, or human community. Place in this sense has had many uses. One of them, of course, is the increased symbolic role played by "setting" in the gothic, romantic, and post-Romantic novel: the wildness of the heath in Wuthering Heights mirroring the inner turbulence of the characters, the riven oak at Thornfield Hall foreshadowing the fate of Jane Eyre and Rochester, and so on. The concrete details of physical places and communities also began to serve the Victorian novelists' growing sense of the complex relations between individuals and history. In the nineteenth-century novel, the physical world was much more fully realized than in earlier narrative--factory and slum as often as village and heath--because there was less interest in timeless moral or ethical drama alone and more in examining what it meant to have been an orphan in the age of Political Economy and the Reform Bill of 1832, or to be an individual with dreams and ambitions swimming against the current of habit, custom, and social and cultural bias at a particular moment in history in a complex community like Middlemarch. As Richard Altick demonstrates, in The Presence of the Present (in a chapter titled "A Sense of Place"), the physical objects that filled and defined places also provided Victorian novelists with a rich new language for revealing aspects of character and registering subtle and not-so-subtle social, class, and moral distinctions. 9 (In Charles Dickens's Our Mutual Friend, the Veneerings' garish gas chandelier marked them immediately, Altick tells us, as pretentious nouveaux riche, and so on.) As with the fuller realization of complex human communities or social strata in Honoré de Balzac's [End Page 774] Paris, Dickens's London, and Anthony Trollope's Barsetshire, Hardy's Wessex is also routinely discussed under the rubric of "place," as is the phenomenon of literary regionalism, usually described as a writer's use of historically accurate detail to preserve images of an obviously disappearing world. William Cobbett's Rural Rides, George Eliot's Scenes from Clerical Life, and Hardy's Under the Greenwood Tree are frequently cited examples of this enormously popular genre. Beyond these more common senses of the term, John Alcorn gives the concept of place a post-Darwinian twist. In The Nature Novel from Hardy to Lawrence, Alcorn coins the term "naturism" to describe a school of writers who use place in a specialized way that involves both landscape and setting. "The naturist world," Alcorn says, "is a world of physical organism, where biology replaces theology as the source of both psychic health and moral authority. The naturist is a child of Darwin; he sees man as part of an animal continuum; he reasserts the importance of instinct as a key to human happiness; he tends to be suspicious of the life of the mind . . . As a novelist, he is likely to prefer a loose plot structure, built around an elaborately described landscape." 10 Each of these ideas under the general rubric of the concept of place is relevant to Hardy to one degree or another. None is exactly my subject here. 

My concern is less with Hardy's use of place as setting or historical context, or to reveal character, than with his use of symbolic details and imagery involving people's relationships to places to explore and explain what he perceived to be the psychologically "dislocated" condition of modern men and women. The following brief example will, I hope, suggest the difference between place in this sense and the many others mentioned previously. 

When, in Thomas Hardy: His Career as a Novelist, Michael Millgate suggests that "Jude is a novel curiously deficient in the sense of place," he is correct in the more traditional senses of the term. 11 As he explains, "Apart from Christminster and Shaston, the places visited by Sue and Jude remain, by comparison with places in Hardy's other novels, singularly devoid of individuality, atmosphere, associations." 12 With this suggestion of Millgate's in mind, therefore, let us consider Hardy's treatment of the early episode in which Farmer Troutham hires Jude to guard his cornfield. Jude is alone in the field, and after his initial reaction ("How ugly it is here!"), the narrator provides the following description: 

The fresh harrow-lines seemed to stretch like the channellings in a piece of new corduroy, lending a meanly utilitarian air to the expanse, taking away its gradations, and depriving it of all history beyond that of a few recent months, though to every clod and stone [End Page 775] there really attached associations enough and to spare--echoes of songs from ancient harvest-days, of spoken words, and of sturdy deeds. Every inch of ground had been the site, first or last, of energy, gaiety, horse-play, bickerings, weariness. Groups of gleaners had squatted in the sun on every square yard. Love-matches that had populated the adjoining hamlet had been made up there between reaping and carrying. Under the hedge which divided the field from a distant plantation girls had given themselves to lovers who would not turn their heads to look at them by the next harvest; and in that ancient cornfield many a man had made love-promises to a woman at whose voice he had trembled by the next seed-time. But this neither Jude nor the rooks around him considered. 13 

One can see immediately why Millgate (and perhaps others) would not see connections between a description such as this one and the rich, highly particularized, visually, historically, and biologically accurate realizations of Egdon Heath, Hintock Woods, Casterbridge, and the Valley of the Froom. But this small passage is crucial to an understanding of what I see as another kind of use of place. The emphasis here is on the actual and possible psychological relations among a person, a place, and a human community. The literal physical place is used more as a metaphor than a biological environment. It is an objective correlative of a complex idea, and the fact that--as Millgate says--"it is singularly devoid of individuality and associations" is, arguably, the point. 

As Hardy describes the scene, we see Jude literally surrounded by a field presented as a rich and potentially valuable text which unfortunately he cannot read, because, for him, the ground he stands upon is deprived of "history." Although the field is actually rich in history, young Jude has no access to its resonances, because, since he is a relative stranger to Marygreen, there has been no basis for connection. Thus the field evokes no memories and speaks no useful language to him, "though to every clod and stone there really attached associations . . . to spare." Because Jude has no ritual, psychological, or imaginative access to associations from either its immediate or distant past, he cannot be sustained by a sense of continuity within a particular community, a geographic region, or a perceived and vital cultural past. As he is presented here, he has no sense of himself as part of the nicely evoked cycles of songs from ancient days, energy, gaiety, horse-play, bickerings, yearnings, the promises, love-matches, and betrayals that occurred in the normal course of things imaged in the timeless cycles of reaping, carrying, and seed-time. There is even the suggestion of a possible warning that goes unheeded. The reference to the long [End Page 776] list of men making promises of love that they would soon regret is obviously predictive, but it is of no use to Jude since he cannot share the insight. This is a particularly pure example of Hardy's symbolic use of place in my sense precisely because there is no attempt to realize a physical environment in concrete detail. The emphasis instead is clearly upon the implications of the psychological relationship between Jude and the furrowed field, or more precisely, what the field represents. The tiny scene is a powerful metaphor for both the causes and the effects of the emptiness, disconnection, and sense of exclusion that will characterize Jude for the rest of the book and be echoed symbolically again and again. 

Traditionally, one of the commonest ways in which critics have discussed people's relationships to places in Hardy is in terms of oppositions between characters who are in touch with nature, or their environment, and characters who are not. Holloway is typical in asserting that the "single abstraction which does most to summarize Hardy's view is simple enough: it is right to live naturally . . . to live naturally [according to Hardy] is to live in continuity with one's whole biological and geographical environment." Hardy's "whole concept of good and bad," Holloway continues, "follows these lines, and is perfectly simple: people are to be admired as they have continuity with Nature more or less completely, and those whom he stresses as on a false track inlife are those who have lost it, and pursue some private self-generated dream instead." 14 Hence the many studies that predictably--and legitimately--oppose Oak and Troy, Venn and Wildeve, Winterborne and Fitzpiers, to cite the most obvious pairs. There is little question that these are common patterns in the Wessex novels, but they are not the only ones. Hardy's use of the idea of place sometimes includes, but is not limited to, a rough bipolarization on the basis of continuity (or lack of it) with physical nature. His value system is far more complicated than "good" and "bad," or dreamers and the more practical types. 

The most often cited images of the "good" Hardy characters in tune with nature are things like Oak's telling time by the stars and predicting the weather by the behavior of the sheep, Venn's ability to navigate the heath in the dark, or Giles Winterborne's almost magical ability to plant trees that will grow and thrive. Suggestions of complementary moral qualities always abound. Such examples are more or less literal; their meaning is on the surface. I am concerned instead with Hardy's symbolic use (by no means limited to harmony with physical nature) of the concept of "in place/out of place" or "location/dislocation" as a broader and more pervasive language which he uses to dramatize the state of emptiness and sense of exclusion and nonbelonging that he writes about ceaselessly and that is one of his favorite ways of characterizing what he considers the condition [End Page 777] of modern men and women: those in harmony with nature as well as those who are not. Categorizing characters on the basis of opposites like continuity with nature vs. people on a false track--the private dreamers--inevitably oversimplifies. It puts characters as different as Jude and Fitzpiers, Eustacia Vye and Angel Clare in the same general category. It does not easily accommodate a character like Clym Yeobright, who, on the one hand, can scarcely be thought of except in connection with his beloved heath, who is as in tune with its natural rhythms as Oak with Weatherbury, and yet, on the other hand, who is precisely the private dreamer, the native who has broken the connection with his birthplace and cannot return. 

Few modern critics have dealt with the possible symbolism of the small scene of Jude in the cornfield. When they have, their interpretations have naturally mirrored their own particular interests. For Holloway, the image of Jude in the hollow of the field, cut off from the world by its horizon, is an example of an extremely common image in Hardy: that of human life wholly subject to the control of nature. Others see it as a painful lesson Jude learns. When farmer Troutham beats him for allowing the crows to live in peace, Jude gets an early glimpse of the way his instincts will be in conflict with society's customs and rules. 15 I see it not only as a good example of what I mean by Hardy's symbolic use of place but also as an example of why other aspects of Hardy's art--like the alternative interpretations just mentioned--may have gotten more attention. 

Place in the sense I am suggesting is less a formal subject in Hardy than a symbolic, habitual, and highly idiosyncratic way of seeing and presenting events. It can coexist easily with other themes, because it is by no means always the novel's or poem's subject itself but instead and repeatedly the symbolic context. That is, it is most commonly the medium rather than the primary object of perception. Taylor compares Hardy's use of visual patterns to what Gerard Manley Hopkins called the "underthought" in a poem, which, Hopkins says, "is conveyed chiefly in the choice of metaphors used and often only half realized by the poet himself, not necessarily having any connection with the subject in hand but usually having a connection and suggested by some circumstance of the scene or story." 16 Hopkins's is, I believe, a good description of a habitual way of seeing and imaging a set of related ideas, which I suggest is similar to what Hardy is doing with the ideas of in place/out of place and location/dislocation that had such deep symbolic significance for him. Again and again in the novels and poems there is the surface subject or subjects and then the special lens--or terms--in which we are asked to view them. Consider, for example, the often anthologized poem, "Drummer Hodge." [End Page 778] 

I 

They throw in Drummer Hodge, to rest 

      Uncoffined--just as found: 

His landmark is a kopje-crest 

      That breaks the veldt around; 

And foreign constellations west 

      Each night above his mound. 

II 

Young Hodge the Drummer never knew-- 

      Fresh from his Wessex home-- 

The meaning of the broad Karoo, 

      The Bush, the dusty loam, 

And why uprose to nightly view 

      Strange stars amid the gloam. 

III 

Yet portion of that unknown plain 

      Will Hodge for ever be; 

His homely Northern breast and brain 

      Grow to some Southern tree, 

And strange-eyed constellations reign 

      His stars eternally. 17 

Originally titled "The Dead Drummer," the poem was first printed in 1899. J. O. Bailey tells us that the change in title reveals Hardy's intention. "In naming the boy Hodge," he says, "Hardy used a nickname for a yokel or country bumpkin to represent the attitude of the war machine towards country boys as cannon fodder." 18 Bailey is not the last word on the poems, but there is no question that his assertions are correct as far as they go and that the primary subject of the poem is Hardy's attitude about the war. Consider, however, the imagery which both presents and frames the issues. 

Hardy could have chosen any number of traditional themes to bring the event's meaning home: the grief of parents and friends, lost potential, the life the boy will never live, and so on. The speaker's sense of the event's significance, however, comes not from the boy's senseless death alone, nor entirely from the fact of his brutally casual burial. The tone is more thoughtful than angry, and Hardy dwells less on the social, moral, or political implications of this tragedy of a wasted life than on the symbolism of [End Page 779] the consequences for Hodge after death, principally on images of his eternal "dislocation." Permanently to be a portion of an unknown plain, Hodge is forever separated from places he knew and felt he belonged. There is a physical concreteness and finality about the separation that suggests loss of identity: "His homely Northern breast and brain, / Grow to some Southern tree" (my emphasis). Simply "thrown to rest," he has not had the benefit of the rites and ceremonies that give death a meaning (to the living) and provide continuity with a regional and cultural past. And there is little or nothing to remind others of his existence. To say that his only landmark is a kopje crest is to say that there is no meaningful landmark, nothing to indicate his existence or trigger a memory. And three times in three short stanzas the speaker mentions the fact that "strange-eyed constellations [will] reign / His stars eternally." The implication seems to be that Hodge will be permanently unable to orient himself in either space or time. It is an image less of death than of perpetual annihilation. The images clearly reflect the speaker's concerns, not the boy's, and they become the imaginative medium that shapes our understanding of the events described. 

For Hardy, the connections between physical places and the larger issues of identity and belonging obviously began early and continued throughout his long life. This is in part because of his keen sense of the literal presence of the past in physical objects and spaces and in part because of his certain knowledge that the old physical ties between people and places were being destroyed by the changing modern world. In his poetry and fiction, the past is palpably present everywhere. He consistently imagines the relationship of past to present as one of so many simultaneous existences and would most certainly have agreed with Margaret Atwood's suggestion that time "is not a line but a dimension . . . You don't look back along time but down through it, like water . . . Nothing goes away." 19 

Like the Victorians in general, Hardy was fascinated by the idea of ghosts and often suggests the literal existence of spectral presences. In poem after poem, the ghosts of the dead remain in the places where they died (as in "Friends Beyond," "Transformations," "The Souls of the Slain," "A House with a History," and "After the Fair"). Beneath the strata of the personal, recent, and regional histories of the current living lie the layered presences of the Roman or Celtic past (as with "Rome on the Palatine," "Aquae Sulis," and "In the Old Theatre at Fiesole"). The shades of Roman legionnaires haunt the Ring at Casterbridge. As readers of The Return of the Native will remember, one can sometimes find oneself in the presence of the first ages of the earth, of Druids and the vast expanses of Charles Lyell's and Charles Darwin's new concept of prehistoric time. The figures of ghosts not only people the poetry, but there are also suggestions that by [End Page 780] a sort of historical version of the law of conservation of matter, ancient voices, even dialogues, can still be heard in particular places. "Strange articulations seem to float on the air," says the speaker in "Tryst at an Ancient Earthwork," alone at night at Mai Dun, the ruins of an ancient Roman fort. "There arises an ineradicable fancy that they are human voices; if so, they must be the lingering airborne vibrations of conversations uttered at least fifteen hundred years ago." 20 The idea of the simultaneous presence of so many pasts so haunts Hardy's imagination that it extends from the macrocosm--the simultaneous presence of the civilizations of the earth--to the microcosm--the layered proximity of genealogical traits in individuals. Watching Elizabeth Jane as she sleeps, Michael Henchard realizes, "there come to the surface buried genealogical facts, ancestral curves, dead men's traits, which the mobility of daytime animation screens and overwhelms" (MC, p. 233). 

In Hardy's poetry and fiction, the presence of so many pasts is pictured not only as a fact of life but also as a source of potential support and stability to anyone sufficiently aware of its existence and able to access its strength. 21 Even the existence of national history can be important, as Hardy suggests when he expresses his reservations in "On an Invitation to the United States" in the following terms: 

I 

My ardours for emprize nigh lost 

Since Life has bared its bones to me, 

I shrink to seek a modern coast 

Whose riper times have yet to be; 

Where the new regions claim them free 

From that long drip of human tears 

Which people old in tragedy 

Have left upon the centuried years. 

II 

For, wonning in these ancient lands, 

Enchased and lettered as a tomb, 

And scored with prints of perished hands, 

And chronicled with dates of doom, 

Though my own Being bear no bloom 

I trace the lives such scenes enshrine, 

Give past exemplars present room, 

And their experience count as mine. 

(p. 110) [End Page 781] 

In this poem, the speaker's simple awareness of England's rich historic past sustains him in what he/she suggests is a rather emotionally barren, practical-minded present--a theme with dozens of variations in the poetry (see, for example, "Old Furniture" or "Music in a Snowy Street"). 

If anything, access to personal and regional resonances was even more significant for Hardy than awareness of national history. "Winter in a solitary house," says the narrator of The Woodlanders, 

is tolerable, even enjoyable and delightful given certain conditions. They are old associations--an almost exhaustive biographical or historical acquaintance with every object, animate and inanimate, within the observer's horizon. He must know all about those invisible ones of the days gone by, whose feet have traversed the fields which look so grey from his windows; recall whose creaking plough has turned those sods from time to time; whose hands had planted the trees that form a crest to the opposite hill; whose horses and whose hounds have torn through that underwood; what birds affect that particular brake; what bygone domestic dramas of love, jealousy, revenge, or disappointment have been enacted in the cottages, the mansion, the street, or the green. The spot may have beauty, grandeur, salubrity, convenience; but if it lack memories it will ultimately pall upon him who settles there without opportunity of intercourse with his kind. 

(W, p. 146) 

The common denominators among all of the above examples are, first, the idea that the history/associations are physically present in specific places; second, that they can be accessed by memory and/or the imagination; third, that such associations have tremendous power to comfort and sustain a person who has access to them; and fourth--as the examples from Jude and "Drummer Hodge" make clear--that this connection can be broken or fail to exist with what, to Hardy, could be tragic consequences (see his poem "Welcome Home"). Nothing is clearer in the above example from The Woodlanders than the sense we get that a person with recourse to associations like those described would have a strong sense of participation in a historically continuous community. There would be a ready-to-hand logic to the narrowly geographical universe in which one lived, and such knowledge would almost automatically confer a sense of both identity and belonging. Nothing also seems to have been clearer to Hardy than the fact that this particular source of strength and stability was becoming rarer and rarer. And, as a consequence, few images seem more deeply rooted in his [End Page 782] imagination than those involving the implications of connection and disconnection, location and dislocation. If one physically or psychologically breaks the tie with the places where the associations are, the link to the community is lost. 

The reasons why Hardy so closely connected the ideas of place, identity, and community are of course in part idiosyncratic. But for a person disposed in this way, there were external causes aplenty. He had only to look about him--or within. People's traditional ties to the land, loosening for a century, had begun to dissolve even more rapidly in his lifetime, and with predictable results. In the preface to Far from the Madding Crowd, he explains why present readers would have trouble finding a village like the Weatherbury of the novel. The principal causes of the changes that have occurred, he asserts, "have been the recent supplanting of the class of stationary cottagers, who carried on the local traditions and humours, by a population of more or less migratory labourers, which has led to a break of continuity in local history, more fatal than any other thing to the preservation of legend, folklore, close intersocial relations, and eccentric individualities. For these the indispensable conditions of existence are attachment to the soil of one particular spot by generation after generation" (FFMC, p. ix). 22 Hardy was a knowledgeable regional and social historian and highly aware of the various radical transformations of culture and countryside occurring in his time. Even closer to home, perhaps, were his own complex feelings about his literal and psychological departure from Bockhampton and the traditional, close-knit, but circumscribed world of his birth. Like his admittedly autobiographical alter ego Clym Yeobright, Hardy was himself a native who could never fully return and be content to submerge in the rapidly disappearing cultures he wrote about endlessly. Instead, I suggest, those vulnerable, fast-disappearing worlds and his own separation from them became a series of complex symbols and images that he used repeatedly to frame or mediate much about which he wrote. 

The distinction between the various subjects Hardy dealt with and the lens or medium through which he asks us to view them is crucial. In the novels and poetry, Hardy dealt with a broad range of topics either directly or obliquely. When he looked about him at the world of the late nineteenth century, it is clear that he saw many of the same things that William Wordsworth, Matthew Arnold, and Alfred, Lord Tennyson saw--and in their differing ways, William Butler Yeats and T. S. Eliot as well. The generalizations used to describe that world have become a familiar litany. Increasingly, people had lost the external supports of religion and consensus about cultural values. Creeds had become outworn; the template of Victorian morality and social protocol no longer fit the complexities of [End Page 783] modern human experience. Traditional wisdom was ceasing to apply in the rapidly advancing, technologically sophisticated, profit-driven, and emotionally sterile present. One can find all of these subjects echoed in the novels and poetry--and more. It is even possible to see intuitive awareness of the dark side of romantic individualism--the possibilities for unromantic, anti-Byronic loneliness and isolation which form the negative aspect of self-assertion--and even a sense of the perils of replacing older senses of local community with emerging ideas of nationality. What concerns me here, though, and what I believe truly distinguishes Hardy, is his repeated presentation and analysis of human struggle in terms of images of place: in place/out of place, and location/dislocation. The term often used to describe the situation of Hardy's characters is déracine (literally, uprooted). I prefer the idea of in place/out of place because it seems more inclusive and accurately descriptive and because the characters' isolation is usually more psychological than literal. If they are uprooted or move about, as they often do, it is the symptom, not the disease. 

The disease, of course, is one or another form of what Hardy himself repeatedly terms "the emptiness" or "the void within." (It is a phrase even used to characterize Gabriel Oak at one point.) Miller does an especially good job of describing this state as Hardy viewed it. Hardy's characters, Miller tells us, "are possessed of a longing for God or something like a God to give order and meaning to themselves and to their world . . . His characters, in a world without a center, a world without any supernatural foundation, seek unsuccessfully to locate a center and a foundation." 23 Miller focuses in particular on Hardy's use of human relationships to dramatize the problem, specifically Hardy's treatment of desire--the projection of inner needs on another person--as a way of attempting to deal with the emptiness and lack of direction. Miller deals brilliantly with the psychological complexities of this "desire" and quite rightly focuses on the degree to which love deludes and fails to provide Hardy's great tragic characters with stability or an antidote to their emptiness. In his own terms, of course, Hardy seems to have arrived at an insight closer to that which E. M. Forster gives to Margaret Schlegel in Howards End. "It is sad to suppose," Margaret says, "that places may ever be more important than people . . . I believe we shall come to care about people less and less, Helen . . . I quite expect to end my life caring most for a place." 24 Though it is not clear that Hardy and Forster shared exactly the same insight (Forster is more apt to emphasize people's spiritual connections with places, while Hardy's interests seem to be more psychological--or even cognitive), it does seem clear that again and again in Hardy's fiction and poetry, people disappoint and delude, places sustain. [End Page 784] 

If anything, Hardy's awareness of the significance of place is closer to more recent cognitive and sociological discussions of the subject than to earlier and more exclusively literary applications of the term. Modern writers concentrate much more openly on the subject of the influence of place on the quality of life and mind, and Hardy would have had no trouble agreeing with Tony Hiss that "our ordinary surroundings, built and natural alike, have an immediate and a continuing effect on the way we feel and act, and on our health and intelligence. These places have an impact on our sense of self, our sense of safety, the kind of work we get done, the ways we interact with other people, even our ability to function as citizens in a democracy. In short, the places where we spend our time affect the people we are and can become." 25 While Hardy and Hiss might not agree on the specific causes, their senses of the effects of place are surprisingly similar. For Hardy, people's relationships to places both explain and symbolize their link to a supportive human community and the degree of their grasp of a sense of themselves. Like Miller's objects of desire, the "place" (Jude's cornfield, the associations in the house in The Woodlanders, etc.) contains possible bases of strength outside the characters, who are seldom if ever (Oak is a major exception) presented as possessed of any meaningful source of inner strength or innate emotional ballast. And, if less obvious and pyrotechnic than the tortured and tragic love relationships, the subtly drawn relationships between people and places (or the lack thereof) drive the perception home with extraordinary power. 

The role played by Hardy's conviction of the importance of the relationship between people and places is what he is talking about in his well-known and much quoted description of his method as a writer. "As in looking at a carpet," he wrote, "by following one color a certain pattern is suggested, by following another color, another; so in life the seer should watch that pattern among general things which his idiosyncrasy moves him to observe and describe that alone. This is, quite accurately, going to Nature; yet the result is no mere photograph, but purely the product of the writer's own mind." 26 This is one of Hardy's most explicit statements about what he meant by an "idiosyncratic mode of regard." Considered in one light he seems to be saying little more than that, like everyone else, an artist's perception is selective. What it seems most important to Hardy to stress, though, is that what he produces is not a photograph but a way of seeing things he calls "purely the product of the writer's own mind" and what I would call--to use a more modern term--the artist's unique vision. At a time when "realism" was the more common language and the boast of the serious novelist, and when Hardy's early work had been routinely praised and criticized precisely on the basis of readers' sense of its historical [End Page 785] and mimetic accuracy, it is an interesting claim, and one that is completely consistent with my sense of the role played by what I have been calling the imagery of place. For I believe that this imagery is one of the most important points at which Hardy's personal vision and his style intersect. 

Proust's famous assertion about style is, I suggest, applicable here. As Proust's narrator, Marcel, tells us, "Style for the writer, no less than colour for the painter, is a question not of technique but of vision: it is the revelation, which by direct and conscious methods would be impossible, of the qualitative difference, the uniqueness of the fashion in which the world appears to each one of us." 27 Marcel suggests a few pages later that "The writer's work is merely a kind of optical instrument which he offers to the reader to enable him to discern what, without this book, he would perhaps never have perceived in himself." 28 I use the term "vision" in Proust's sense here precisely because to me among the most interesting dimensions of Hardy's novels are those which, to use Proust's phrase, Hardy seems to have found impossible to talk--or write--about by direct and conscious methods, and which may even have been largely unexamined because the perceptions that underlie them were so fundamental. The idea of style as a lens or optical instrument is consistent with my sense that what I am trying to describe is less Hardy's subjects than the perceptual and stylistic lens through which he instinctively viewed them and invites us to view them as well. 

Hardy included with his poem "In a Eweleaze near Weatherbury" the following remarkable sketch: 

The poem itself is a graceful piece spoken by a middle-aged man who has returned to a landscape which brings back memories of the pleasures of his youth. The relationship of the illustration to the poem is less than crystal clear and has, as one might imagine, invited a variety of responses. [End Page 786] While I do not wish to enter the general debate, I do want to call attention to an idea the drawing has generated. Given the fact that the landscape behind the lenses is rather commonplace and undistinguished, "The fairest conclusions one can draw from the picture," says William Buckler, "is that only the eye glasses give it distinction." 29 While I am not prepared to say that only the imagery of place gives Hardy's texts distinction, I think this strange drawing offers a useful visual way of thinking about my argument here. We seldom perceive real lenses when we are wearing them. If they are functioning properly, they enhance or correct our vision without calling attention to themselves. Not so these strange Magritte-like spectacles. They make the commonplace objects striking and memorable precisely because we cannot ignore the incongruity of their presence. However we interpret their role, they affect our vision, the way we see whatever they mediate, and the conclusions we draw based on what we see. What I call Hardy's symbolic language of place is not nearly as obtrusive and, seldom if ever, as incongruous as the superimposed spectacles, but it is visible. It signals its artful presence, and the principles on which it operates are arguably similar. It influences the way we view the significance of the human dramas it mediates and frames. 

"Art," Hardy once said, "is a disproportioning--(i.e. distorting, throwing out of proportion)--of realities, to show more clearly the features that matter in those realities." 30 Place and people's relationships to places in the senses I have been discussing were obviously "features" of what Hardy perceived to be realities of life in the modern world that "mattered" enough to give them "disproportionate" importance in his art. The symbolic and thematic lenses through which Hardy asks us to view so much of his work become for us, as for Hardy himself, a coherent symbolic language which confers greater meaning and psychological resonance upon the powerful human dramas of love, disillusion, and betrayal that normally take center stage. Far from being simply a pattern (among many) in the carpet, this idiosyncratic "language" of place is, arguably, the essence of whatever one might choose to mean by the phrase "Hardy's vision." 

William R. Siebenschuh is professor of English at Case Western Reserve University. 
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