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ABSTRACT

Although the act of walking is clearly a behavior that is common across
all human beings, in Thomas Hardy’s works, it is used as a device to provide
the reader with historical and cultural information about the characters and
their relationships. This paper is an attempt to explain how walking does
indeed affect the characters’ life and operate in the world that Hardy creates.

My first section focuses on Hardy’s The Return of the Native, where much
of the action involves characters walking from one place of Egdon Heath to
another in pursuit of their particular object of desire. In particular, I will
explain why Eustacia Vye, the heroine, often walks around the Heath,
despite the fact that it is clear how socially damaging this behavior is to her,
and I will analyze how walking functions on Egdon Heath and how it affects
Eustacia’s life.

Section Two of my paper focuses on Jude Fawley, the protagonist of Jude
the Obscure, whose walks are mostly associated with the past, like Clym in
The Return of the Native. In this section, I will examine Christminster,
whose academic community Jude has aspired to belong to since his boyhood.
However, during his walks to Christminster, Jude is always diverted by the
two women, Sue Brighthead and Arabella Donn. Throughout the novel, Jude
is faced with a painful choice; he must decide whether to walk the academic
and purgatorial path or embrace the marital path. In this section, I propose
that the central theme of this novel is reflected in Jude’s choice of walking.

In Section three, I will offer the issue of a walking habit and regulating

sexuality through the opposition of the public and private. The binary



distinction between public and private walking is highly problematic for
Viviette Constantine, the heroine, in 7wo on a Tower. The section also deals
with the problem of the heroine who tends to bec_ome a serious obstacle to the
man’s success, as typified in Jude the Obscure. Unlike Arabella and Sue in
Jude the Obscure, Viviette’s altruistic behavior allows her beloved to fulfill
his desire, even though her choice brings ruin on herself.

Finally, in Section Four, I discuss 7Zess of the d’Urbervilles, a novel in
which the heroine walks more frequently than any other heroines that have
been discussed. Wherever Tess Durbeyfield walks, visible omens of her tragic
destiny follow her throughout her life journey. The omens always take the
form of some kind of movement, such as the masculine gaze, which follows
her wherever she goes, and the turn of the wheel, which invariably brings a
tragic development in the narrative with it. It is only when Tess stops
walking that her tragic life journey comes to an end. Indeed, this is the only
way she can escape the omens of her tragic destiny. Tess is the essential

embodiment of Hardy’s ‘life-as-journey’ motif.
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Introduction

In the beginning is the walk

In comparison to other Victorian authors, Thomas Hardy tends to open

his novels in a very distinctive way. He often starts his narratives by

describing the movement of the main character, and he focuses most

frequently on the act of walking. Hardy’s style of opening is very different

from the traditional style that novel openings took in the eighteenth and

nineteenth century, when novels tended to be concerned predominantly with

the presentation of the main character. Indeed,

... the narrator creates for his readers the physical world in which the
novel takes place and the first episodes of the story which begin to
reveal the personalities of the characters. But more significantly,
beginnings introduce the novel’s cosmology and the standards and

values by which actions will be judged (Schwarz 17).

Here are some examples of typical opening from the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries.

I was born in the year 1632, in the city of York, of a good family, tho’
not of that country, my father being a foreigner of Bremen, who settled
first at Hull. He got a good estate by merchandise, and leaving off his
trade lived afterward at York, from whence he had married my mother,
whose relations were named Robinson, a very good family in that
country, and from whom I was called Robinson Kreutznaer; but by the
usual corruption of words in England, we are now called, nay, we call
our selves and write our name, Crusoe, and so my companions always

called me. (Defoe 1)



My father had a small estate in Nottinghamshire; I was the third of
five sons. He sent me to Emanuel College in Cambridge, at fourteen
years old, where I resided three years, and applied myself close to my
studies: but the charge of maintaining me (although I had a very
scanty allowance) being too great for a narrow fortune, I was bound
apprentice to Mr James Bates, an eminent surgeon in London, with

whom I continued four years. (Swift 1)

Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable
home and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best
blessings of existence; and had lived nearly twenty-one years in the

world with very little to distress or vex her. (Austen 1)

My father’s family name being Pirrip, and my Christian name Philip,
my infant tongue could make of both names nothing longer or more
explicit than Pip. So, I called myself Pip, and came to be called Pip.

(Dickens 1)

Miss Brooke had that kind of beauty which seems to be thrown into
relief by poor dress. Her hand and wrist were so finely formed that she
could wear sleeves not less bare of style than those in which the
Blessed Virgin appeared to Italian painters (Eliot, Middlemarch 1)

As these opening paragraphs from five novels make clear at once, there was

an overwhelming tendency in the eighteenth and nineteenth century to



begin a novel with the name of the main character and an introduction to his
or her breeding and character. Indeed, this was often integral to the central
theme of the novel. For instance, Daniel Defoe’s novel, Robinson Crusoe, has
been interpreted by Ian Watt as a ‘defiant assertion of the primacy of
individual experience’ (Watt 15); if this is the case, then it is clear that we
require the information on the main character at this early juncture, in order
to read the story in a specific way, a way that is distinct from the real world.

As David Lodge remarks, ‘the beginning of a novel is a threshold,
separating the real world we inhabit from the world the novelist has
imagined. The beginning of a novel should therefore, as the phrase goes,
“draw us in” (Lodge 5). In order to ‘draw us in’, the author needs to give us
—the readers—new information so that we can remember the characters’
names, personality, their family, and the contextual details of time and place.
This is how the author helps the reader recognize that the story is not the
real world in which we live, but an ‘individual experience’ that exists only in
the author’s imaginative world. This is why many earlier novelists favored
the kind of opening that firmly places characters in the context of a precisely
located time and place, enabling the reader to situate the action in relation to
familiar elements of moral codes and conventions. This kind of classical
opening is well-organized, objective, and articulate.

In contrast, Hardy’s opening is dissimilar from that adopted in most other
contemporary novels. Let us consider the opening of The Mayor of
Casterbridge:

One evening of late summer, before the nineteenth century had

reached one-third of its span, a young man and woman, the latter



carrying a child, were approaching the large village of Weydon-Priors,
in Upper Wessex, on foot. They were plainly but not ill clad, though
the thick hoar of dust which had accumulated on their shoes and
garments from an obviously long journey lent a disadvantageous
shabbiness to their appearance just now.

The man was of fine figure, swarthy, and stern in aspect; and he
showed in profile a facial angle so slightly inclined as to be almost
perpendicular. He wore a short jacket of brown corduroy, newer than
the remainder of his suit, which was a fustian waistcoat with white
horn buttons, breeches of the same, tanned leggings, and a straw hat
overlaid with black glazed canvas. At his back he carried by a looped
strap a rush basket, from which protruded at one end the crutch of a
hay-knife, a wimble for hay-bonds being also visible in the aperture.
His measured, springless walk was the walk of the skilled countryman
as distinct from the desultory shamble of the general labourer; while
in the turn and plant of each foot there was, further, a dogged and
cynical indifference personal to himself, showing its presence even in
the regularly interchanging fustian folds, now in the left leg, now in
the right, as he paced along. (MC'1)

The first distinctive feature that we notice is that, atypically, the opening
paragraph starts a description of three figures whose names are not
mentioned, walking along the road: ‘a young man’, a ‘woman’ and ‘a child’.
Unlike the five opening paragraphs quoted above, we have to wait a long
time before we are told the names of the walking figures: Michael, Susan and

Elizabeth-Jane Henchard. This technique seems to suggest that Hardy does



not want to describe the ‘individual experience’, rather these characters are
anonymous precisely because they are universal: ‘they are in a sense
Everyman, Everywoman and Everychild traveling along a road that is not
just a line on the map but a metaphor for life-experience’ (Page 35). Hardy
makes it clear from the outset that his novels are intended to be read as
narratives that can apply to anyone in the real world.

In place of the individuality that personal names bestow, Hardy uses
detailed descriptions of the character’s appearance in his opening
paragraphs as a device to grant the characters individuality. The reader is
not told anything much about the family until an episode describing the
agreement to a grotesque bargain: the drunken man sells his wife to the
bidder. In the second part of the opening paragraph, for example, the
anonymous man’s visual details and manner of walking clearly demonstrate
something of his personality: his ‘measured, springless walk’ is not so much
‘the desultory shamble of the general labourer’ as ‘the walk of the skilled
countryman’. The character’s disposition and nature is made clear to the
reader not through his own words, but in his manner of walking on the road:
his mode of walking and even the fustian folds in his clothing reveal ‘a
dogged and cynical indifference personal to himself’. This detailed
description of the visual aspect of a character is, as is so often in Hardy, a
means of depicting character.

We might ask whether Hardy’s depiction of an anonymous walking figure
in the opening chapter does indeed ‘draw us in’; indeed, does it function as an
effective introduction? Hardy describes the details of the character’s style of

walking with authority: he is clearly writing of a world he knows intimately.



Claire Tomalin, in her analysis of the life of Thomas Hardy, remarks:
Walking the roads, meeting others on the road, exchanging news with
travelers, being overtaken by riders, carts and carriers, or offered lifts,
were all parts of his daily experience throughout his boyhood, so that
it is not surprising that the road became a theatre for action in his
imagination and walking a central activity in his writing, used
dramatically and to establish or underline character. (Tomalin 33)

Hardy chooses to use the road itself with which he has been familiar since

his boyhood as the stage upon which he sets his story. Most of his characters

walk on the road because their relatively low social status means that that is

the most practical mode of transport. Hardy’s father, a master mason,

belonged to the class of artisans and freeholders just above the rural laborers,

and so it was natural that the young Hardy would become a walker:
“Travelling everywhere on foot—or at best on a wagon drawn by a
slow-paced horse—he became familiar with the occupants of every
cottage, the name of every field and every gate, the profile of every
tree, the depth and temperament of every pond and stream. He knew,
too, the histories of all these, their associations with old crimes or
follies of family quarrels, and whatever of legend or folklore might
attach to them. (Millgate 30)

The first encounter of a stranger with another on the road makes the
narrative develop. The Woodlanders starts in a typical Hardy way with a
description of a nameless male walking along a ‘forsaken coach-road’.

The rambler who, for old association’s sake, should trace the forsaken

coach-road running almost in a meridional line from Bristol to the



south shore of England, would find himself during the latter half of his
journey in the vicinity of some extensive woodlands, interspersed with
apple-orchards. ... At this spot, on the lowering evening of a by-gone
winter’s day, there stood a man who had thus indirectly entered upon
the scene for a stile hard by, and was temporarily influenced by some
such feeling of being suddenly more alone than before he had emerged
upon the highway. (W 1-2)
The stranger that is described here is Barber Percomb, but the reader is only
given this information at a later stage. In the story, Barber Percomb seeks
out Marty South in an attempt to buy her long beautiful hair for the wig of
another woman—Mrs Charmond. The sale of Marty’s hair is not the only
bargaining with a woman that occurs in The Woodlanders: the agreement
between Fitzpiers and Grammer Oliver on the sale of her brain after her
death, and the merchant Melbury’s perception that his daughter, despite her
objection to being thought of a ‘chattel’ (/W 105), is a better investment than
his ‘horses and wagons and corns’ (W 104). That is, as these examples make
clear, the men in 7The Woodlanders see the women ‘as a token of barter’
(Kiely 192). The intrusion of Barber Percomb into the Little Hintock prompts
all of the characters to become engaged in a market system of exchange.
Barber Percomb, who does ‘not belong to the country proper’ (W 2), is a
messenger, and he initiates an ominous development in the story. By
introducing this solitary walker at the very start of the novel, Hardy is
introducing not only a significant upheaval in the plot, but also the
beginning of a confrontation between the outsiders and woodlanders through

the solitary walker.



Similarly, 7ess of the d’Urbervilles, like The Mayor of Casterbridge and
The Woodlanders, opens with the favorite Hardian motif of people traveling
along a path. Hardy’s use of a character’s walking as a representation of his
or her nature can be seen clearly in his description of John Durbeyfield. John
Durbeyfield, who is Tess’s father, is shown as an unsteady walker who
marches with a bias in his gait. In addition, the world in 7Zess of the
d’Urbervilles is completely divorced from the enclosed landscape depicted in
The Return of the Native and The Woodlanders, and this highlights the
particular importance that movement has in 7ess of the d’Urbervilles.

On an evening in the latter part of May a middle-aged man was
walking homeward from Shaston to the village of Marlott, in the
adjoining Vale of Blackmore or Blackmoor. The pair of legs that
carried him were rickety, and there was a bias in his gait which
inclined him somewhat to the left of a strange line. (7d 3)

Hardy provides us with a lot of information about John Durbeyfield through
his depiction of walking. Kaja Silverman makes several important
observations on Hardy’s description of John’s walking:
Chapter 1 focuses an untroubled eye upon John Durbeyfield, whose
physical appearance yields immediate access to his years
(‘middle-aged’), health (‘rickety’), social and economic status (‘quite
worn away’) and moral inclinations (‘somewhat to the left of a straight
line)). (Silverman 5) 1
Silverman’s argument about John’s moral inclinations may be slightly
overstating the case, but it seems clear that the description of ‘his gait which

inclined him somewhat to the left of a strange line’ has menacing undertones.



Indeed, the word ‘sinister’ is derived from the word sinestra which means
‘left’ in Latin. Hardy’s description implies to the reader that John has taken
an ominous direction in his life, or that his days are numbered. ‘Walking
conveys a wealth of information about the walker’s identity, importance,
condition, and destination’ (Amato 4). It may be useful to look more closely
at some of the more important aspects that are associated with the word
‘rickety’. Partly, John’s rickety gait is a result of the disease, rickets. Anne
Hardy, in her analysis of rickets in the nineteenth century, remarks ‘By 1850,
medical men were variously agreed on heredity, early weaning, improper
diets, dirty skin, impure air, and a northern climate as playing a part in its
aetiology’ (Hardy 337). Victorian intellectuals linked the rise of the disease to
the great growth of cities that followed the industrial revolution.
Atmospheric pollution caused by coal smoke produced what were known as
the sunless cities. Sunlight is essential to the healthy nutrition of growing
human beings, and it is now known to be one of the most important factors in
the etiology of the disease. However, it seems unlikely that John would have
ever lived in these cities; indeed, John probably breathed the pure air of the
countryside all his life, so his rickets is likely to be a result of improper diets
or dirty skin. Thus, here we begin to see how, in Hardy’s novels, walking
functions as a vehicle for social identity, and manifests health, sickness,
deformity, and sociability. ‘Our inner natures, Hardy seems to be saying, are
inscribed in visual signs of all kinds, including faces, costume and mode of
walking, and these signs can be ‘read’ by the skilled observer’ (Page 38).

In the Victorian era, there was still a distinct social separation between

those who walked by choice and those who had to walk out of necessity.



People like John Durbeyfield who had to walk and stand were judged to be
inferior to those who were privileged to ride and sit. The simple fact that
John is walking along the path reveals to us his social status and identity.
The focus of the opening chapter, that is, the focus on John’s mode of walking,
suggests the decline of the d’'Urberville family.

Thus, through Hardy’s description of the character’s mode of walking, we
are, in fact, given a significant amount of information, despite the fact that,
as in most of Hardy’s other novels, the openings rarely conform to the
traditional pattern adopted in most nineteenth-century fiction. The
frequency with which Hardys novels begin with the descriptions of
characters traveling on foot reveals his intensely idiosyncratic interest in the
walking. Michael Millgate, in his discussion of Hardy’s predilection for the
act of walking, describes Hardy’s series of walks as ‘part of a deliberate
process of thinking himself into the social as well as the emotional texture of
his new story (7ess of the d’Urberville), of invoking that sense of historical
time and visitable place which provided the essential underpinning for his
most ambitious imaginative enterprises’ (Millgate 293). This prompts the
following question: if walking does indeed allow Hardy to think himself into
appropriate mode and if this does powerfully affect his expression, how does
it function in his novels?

With this in mind, our first section focuses on Hardy’s The Return of the
Native, where much of the action involves characters walking from one place
of Egdon Heath to another in pursuit of their particular object of desire. Here,
I attempt to explain how walking operates on Egdon Heath and how it

affects Eustacia Vye’s life. In particular, I analyze why she often walks

10



around the Heath, despite the fact that it is clear how socially damaging this
behavior is to her. Firstly, I will provide an explanation of the function of
Egdon Heath, and explore how it operates, especially for Eustacia, in the text.
In the second focus of this study, I discuss how limited the female characters’
mobility is around Egdon Heath. Thirdly, I will attempt to provide an
explanation of why Eustacia frequently walks around the heath, despite the
fact that the act itself compromises Eustacia’s reputation in the community;
indeed, by walking at night, she is perceived as a witch. I will explore the
notion that, for Eustacia, the motivation behind her walking is the pursuit of
places that her lovers represent. For Eustacia, the object of desire is not so
much her lover, the man, but rather the place that, for her, the man
represents. Eustacia walks constantly in search of the lover(the path) who
can rescue her from Egdon Heath. To clarify the different implications
behind how the male characters and the female characters walk on Egdon
Heath, I will examine in detail how both Clym Yeobright, a character who, in
some way, represents the idealized ‘merry old England’ of the past, and
Digory Venn, who has his own useful abilities to survive life on Egdon Heath,
walk on the heath.

Section Two of my paper focuses on Jude Fawley, the protagonist of Jude
the Obscure, whose walks are mostly associated with the past, like Clym in
The Return of the Native. In this section, I undertake a close examination of
Christminster. Christminster is the city whose academic community Jude
has aspired to belong to since his boyhood. However, during his walks to
Christminster —the locus of the academic and religious world for Jude, he is

always diverted by the two women. They arouse his sexuality, and, whether

11



intentionally or not, draw him into the path of courtship. Throughout the
novel, Jude is faced with a painful choice; he must decide whether to walk
the academic and purgatorial path or embrace the marital path. In this
section, I propose that the central theme of this novel is, in fact, reflected in
Jude’s choice of walking.

In Section Three, I will offer the issue of a walking habit and regulating
sexuality through the opposition of the public and the private. The binary
distinction between public and private walking is highly problematic for the
heroine in 7wo on a Tower. After examining the public-private distinction,
the section deals with the problem of the heroine who tends to become a
serious obstacle to the man’s success, as typified in Jude the Obscure.
Unlike Arabella and Sue in Jude the Obscure, Viviette’s altruistic behavior
in 7Two on a Tower allows her beloved to fulfill his destiny, even though her
choice brings ruin on herself.

Finally, in Section Four, I discuss 7ess of the d’Urbervilles, a novel in
which the heroine walks more frequently than any other heroines that have
been discussed. Wherever Tess Durbeyfield walks, visible omens of her
tragic fate follow her throughout her life journey. The omens always take the
form of some kind of movement, such as the masculine gaze, which follows
her wherever she goes, and the turn of the wheel, which invariably brings a
tragic development in the narrative with it. It is only when Tess stops
walking that her tragic life journey comes to an end. Indeed, this is the only
way she can escape the omens of her tragic destiny. Tess is the essential

embodiment of Hardy’s ‘life-as-journey’ motif.
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Section One
Walks on Egdon Heath
Introduction
In The Return of the Native, the plot is developed principally through
walkings of the characters; because of this, their walking, in particular, plays
an important part in the story. In Egdon Heath, people have no choice but to
walk around the heath because Egdon Heath lacks a railway system and the
well-paved roads necessary for carriages. Of all the characters in the novel, it
is Eustacia Vye’s walks that seem to be fraught with the most significance.
Rosemarie Sumner points out:
Hardy’s technique in presenting Eustacia is unusual in that there is
less analysis and a higher proportion of observation of externals than
in most of the other novels. This has an emphasis on action rather
than on mental and emotional states, and, that is, shows the external

actions become instruments for exploring the inner nature. (Sumner

100, underline mine)
By undertaking solitary night walks, Eustacia is risking her own reputation;
despite this, she keeps walking throughout the novel. In this section, I shall
conduct an investigation into how her walks function in the novel, how they
have some influence on her life in the closed Egdon Heath and how they are
regarded by the rest of her community. Fundamentally, a walk as a means
of transportation can take people from one place to another, but Eustacia’s
walks on Egdon Heath not only prevent her from escaping the heath but they
also, eventually, lead her to her death. The closed Egdon Heath often isolates

its members and thwarts the characters’ fulfillment of desire by setting the
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limits to both social and physical movement. With this in mind, this section
investigates what precisely causes Eustacia’s death, and conducts a detailed

examination of the paths closely associated with her walks.

Chapter 1
Eustacia in the Egdon community
The first issue that I hope to clarify in this section is what exactly Egdon
Heath means for Egdon villagers, and especially Eustacia. In The Return of
the Native, Hardy portrays Egdon Heath as a most unique space of his
Wessex Novels. W. J. Keith put it:

. words like ‘isolation’, and ‘loneliness’ and ‘solitude’ become key
concepts, and these words militates against any sense of vital
community. The coherent influence of the Church is conspicuous by its
absence. There is no place to congregate, that is, Egdon Heath has no
center — only the exposed Rainborrow. (Keith 43-44)

Egdon Heath provides a closed and isolated environment in which the action
of the novel can be played out with little hope of integration for the
inhabitants. Furthermore, Egdon Heath is intimately related to the past and
it segregates its characters from the outer world. In the opening of the story,
it is described as follows:
The untameable, Ishmaelitish thing that Egdon now was it always
had been. Civilization was its enemy; and ever since the beginning of
vegetation its soil had worn the same antique brown dress, the
natural and invariable garment of the particular formation. In its

venerable one coat lay a certain vein of satire on human vanity in
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clothes. A person on a heath in raiment of modern cut and colours has
more or less an anomalous look. We seem to want the oldest and
simplest human clothing where the clothing of the earth is so
primitive. (6) 1
As the sentence ‘Civilization was its enemy’ shows, Egdon Heath is depicted
as the opposition of modernity, resistant to its intervention: the railways and
the latest fashions are unsuitable for the heath. This is in striking contrast
to cosmopolitan Paris, where Clym Yeobright has lived as a diamond
merchant and whose avenues Eustacia has aspired to walk on someday. It
may be incorrect, however, to simply equate Egdon Heath only with its past
because its nature is ‘unaltered’ (6). Indeed, the ‘unaltered’ nature of the
heath may be seen in ‘the Via Iceniana, or Ilenild Street’ (7) which intersects
Egdon’s highway. This road ‘leads to the end of the world’ and ‘if one follows
it, he will return to the place from which he set out’ (Firor 288). Although the
streets that naturally connects one place with another ‘represent continuity’
(Taplin 80), this street in Egdon Heath is not continuous; instead, it is
eternally repetitive. Thus, it may be repetition of as well as connection to the
past that keeps Egdon Heath ‘unaltered’ and causes Eustacia’s sufferings. As
an independent unit, Egdon Heath exerts the stringent control on its
inhabitants in the form of permanent confinement.

In spite of the fact that the heath is very small—indeed, the characters
can walk across it in a day—nobody can easily cross its boundary. In Hardy’s
novels, the sense of distance is not merely a reflective of a matter of mileage.
In 7ess of the d’Urbervilles, Hardy outlines the small world of his heroine as

‘the Vale in which she(Tess) had been born, and in which her life had been

15



blindfolded” (7d 40). Tess travels only twenty miles to her eventual
seduction/rape at Tantridge, which seems to her a ‘far-away spot’ (7d 95).
Andrew Enstice remarks that Hardy ‘adjusts his landscape to suit each
atmosphere or theme’ (Enstice 72). Entice continues his exploration of this
theme thus:
The turnpike road, so clear by the inn, seems suddenly to vanish, as
Blooms-End has no mentioned connection with it: journeys to and
from the inn. The cottages of the lesser characters, apparently
grouped on the heath without connection to the main houses, suddenly
draw closer when needed — Fairway becomes Clym’s neighbour;
Thomasin runs to the cottage nearest the inn for help after the
incident at the weir. But they are never precisely placed. (Enstice 74)
Owing to the narrative circumstances, the sense of distance in Hardy’s
novels varies. The sense of distance causes Mrs Yeobright’s death and
Eustacia’s terrified sense of being trapped in an antagonistic environment
with no alternative courses of action.

“There is no sphere, in Hardy, designated woman’s realm’ (Morgan 59).
Significantly, Eustacia often considers Egdon Heath to be ‘my cross, my
shame . . . my death’ (98). After her parents’ death and for a lack of an
alternative, Egdon Heath becomes a place in which she must live with her
grandfather, Captain Vye. She hates the place and she always harbors a
desire to escape. Her isolation is compounded by the fact that, as a middle
class woman, she is socially obligated to disregard the villagers as
companions or people who might help her fulfill her desire; this behavior

ensures that she is obliged to live alone without fulfilling her desire.
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To Eustacia, Egdon Heath seems to be ‘Bentham’s structure of the
Panopticon’ (Malton 148). She walks around the heath as if she were a
prisoner hoping to break out of prison. When Eustacia first appears in the
story, there is a stark contrast between her, as she stands alone at the top of
the barrow, and the villagers, who are gathered together to make a bonefire.
This depiction enhances our understanding of her loneliness and brings her
otherness in the community into sharp relief. Furthermore, the fact that the
instances of characters leaving Egdon Heath are rarely described also
compounds the association of Egdon Heath with a prison. This closed Egdon
Heath not only physically obstructs her escape, but also constructs her
identity through the public surveillance and gossip that focuses on her in the
village. At this point Malton’s comment is:

‘How could there be any good in a woman everybody spoke ill of?” In
the most emotionally charged scene between husband and wife in
Thomas Hardy’s 7The Return of the Native, Clym Yeobright thus
finally succumbs to the view of Eustacia Vye’s identity that has been
constructed by public surveillance and conjecture. Deemed a witch, a
temptress, and even a murderess by the voice of the social ‘every-body’,
Eustacia is liable to the terms of such judgment, the consequences of
which are most obviously literalized in her suicide by drowning. Yet
punishment itself also definitively shapes identity on Egdon Heath.
(Malton 147)

In the exclusive community of the heath, Eustacia is ceaselessly exposed to
the ‘observer’s eye’ (161), ‘surveying’ (164), and ‘spying’ (62). Her behavior is

judged according to the social value system of the time and public
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surveillance; this is then used to decide upon and exact a punishment. It is
interesting to identify why Eustacia is exposed to such surveillance? As
Hardy makes clear, it is predominantly because she is different from the
other villagers. Her unique actions, especially her solitary night walks, are
deemed eccentric by the social community.
The nature of Eustacia’s walking is quite different from that of the Egdon
villagers. According to Anne D. Wallace,
. walking was an insular and confining act. Each individual’s
day’s-walk-circle defined his ‘particular place’; as his surest regular
transport, walking took him to labour, to church, to market, to
courting, but in so doing it kept him, both literally and figuratively, in
his place. Walking set boundaries and did not break them, it moved in
its own circles and did not move through, it remained at home and did
not tra%/el, and the walker, although he might be the guide within the
labyrinth, did not ordinarily leave it. (Wallace 26)
The villagers’ walks are always conducted for a practical reason; in contrast,
Eustacia has no practical reason to walk and rashly oversteps the
boundaries agreed upon by the society. Consequently, her solitary night
walks, which are so very different from the ordinary villagers’ walks, bring
disgrace upon her own head. As Mrs Yeobright says ‘No lady would rove
about the heath at all hours of the day and night as she does’ (239), Eustacia
crosses the ‘[t]hreshold of conventionality’ (109). The following extract serves
as an example of how often she walks alone around the heath at night.

The whole secret of following these incipient paths, when there was

not light enough in the atmosphere to show a turnpike-road, lay in the
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development of the sense of touch in the feet, which comes with years
of night-rambling in little-trodden spots. To a walker practiced in such
places a difference between impact on maiden herbage, and on the
crippled stalks of a slight footway, is perceptible through the thickest
boot or shoe. (63)
In general, throughout the Victorian era, the social codes that surrounded
walking were seen as ways to keep people in their place or status, and retain
the community. However, Eustacia’s whimsical walks clarify her difference
from the other people in her community. The difference deepens the
impression that her unusual actions prevent her from joining the
community; this is why she has become ‘the other’ in the heath.

Moreover, Eustacia’s behavior goes unchecked; indeed she has no father
who can supervise her activity. Her pseudo-father, Captain Vye, expresses
his ‘prevailing indifference to his granddaughter’s movement’ (173). Her
apparent lack of rapport with him is clear and unfortunate: ‘Her grandfather
was in bed at this hour, for she so frequently walked upon the hills on moon
light nights that he took no notice of her comings and goings, and, enjoying
himself in his own way, left her to do likewise’ (171) because he has no
authority over her. He says to her with unconcern, ‘you may walk on the
heath night or day, as you choose’ (174). She is granted individual autonomy
as a responsible agent, so she must guide her life by herself without being
constructed by parental authority. Not only her actions but also her
environment, that is, builds up her identity as an alien in Egdon Heath.

The marked contrast between Eustacia Vye and Thomasin Yeobright

clearly demonstrates that Eustacia is an outsider in the community. This is
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clear from an extract from a letter where Hardy details the plot outline to
Arthur Hopkins:
Perhaps it is well for me to give you the following ideas of the story as
a guide —Thomasin, as you have divined, is good heroine, & she
ultimately marries the reddleman, & lives happily. Eustacia is the
wayward & erring heroine—she marries Yeobright, the son of Mrs
Yeobright, is unhappy & dies. (CL 1, 53 Hardy’s italic)
Indeed, the polarization between the two heroines is made clearly in one
particular episode, which highlights the morality of the novel. When Mrs
Yeobright comes upon Thomasin alone in the garden at night, Mrs Yeobright
reproves her: I don’t like your going out after dark alone’ (183)2. As a lady,
Thomasin’s ‘life is public, lived in the eye of the community’ (Boumelha 52).
Unlike Thomasin, no one in the heath has authority over Eustacia, and it is
this that accelerates her strangeness and marginality to the Egdon
community. In fact, the contrast between the wedding of Thomasin and that
of Eustacia highlights the fact that Eustacia is a marginal figure within the
Egdon community. When Thomasin marries Wildeve, to be precise, the
villagers mistake their marriage, they march up to Wildeve’s inn in order to
sing ‘a song o’ welcome’ (37) to congratulate the newly-wed pair. Moreover,
Thomasin’s popularity among the villagers is testified by the fact that they
join together in order to make an enormous goose-feather bed as a wedding
present for her second marriage with Digory Venn. However, such an
epithalamium is absent on the occasion of Eustacia’s marriage with Clym
Yeobright who was also once a member of the Egdon community. The

marriage of Clym and Eustacia does not integrate them into the community;
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rather, by marrying Eustacia, Clym becomes increasingly marginalized
himself. All the villagers recognize that his return to the native village is
temporary and that both he and Eustacia leave the heath if Eustacia’s
grandfather dies. Because of this, the community approval and
congratulation are absent from their marriage, and this resonates with their
subsequent lack of space on Egdon.

This contrast between the good heroine and the bad is made even clearer
through the description of Eustacia as a witch who wanders the heath on
moonlit nights rather than a domestic woman like Thomasin: The rustic
villagers of Egdon think of her as ‘the lonesome dark-eyed creature up there
that some say is a witch’ (56). It is Susan Nunsuch that attempts to exorcise
the threat that Eustacia represents from the heath. Susan not only pricks
Eustacia’s arm with a pin in church, the locus of community’s morality, but
she also burns a wax effigy for Eustacia because Susan is convinced that
Eustacia has bewitched her son, Johnny Nunsuch, and made him sick. Susan
perceives Eustacia’s sexual power as a threat to her son, and so publicly
exposes Eustacia as a witch by pricking with a needle through the ancient
lore of witchcraft. It seems clear that the most significant issue that Susan
and the rest of the population of Egdon have with Eustacia is the fact that
she is regarded as a threat to the traditional community. As a response to
this perceived threat, they feel they must label her as a ‘witch’ in order to
control and isolate her. While Thomasin stays indoors all day long because
the ‘air is full of story’ (133) regarding her jilting by Wildeve, Eustacia has no
interest in the Victorian respectability and social judgment that relegates

her to the category of ‘witch’. Despite the categorization, she qualifies herself
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as a species of supercilious provincial gentility. Unfortunately, her
aristocratic standing in the community is inconsistent with her night walks.
In the Egdon community—a male-dominated world intent on valuing the
docile and passive woman like Thomasin—the unruly and deviant woman
like Eustacia, who insists on undertaking her solitary night walks is

completely alienated from the community.

Chapter 2
The limit of movement

While it may seem that Eustacia is able to walk freely on Egdon Heath,
this is not, in fact, true. As we have explored, Egdon Heath functions as a
prison for her. She can only be active in the narrow space of Egdon Heath;
she is a prisoner who roams restlessly, night and day, with little hope of
freedom. Significantly, it is only on the furze-covered heath that she can walk
freely. Interestingly, she is, whether consciously or not, reluctant to use the
roads in the heath. She prefers to wander the wild heath covered with the
furze. In fact, in Mistover where she lives, there is a ‘furze-covered bank and
ditch which forfeited the captain’s dwelling’ (214). On the other hand, in
Blooms-End, the house of Mrs Yeobright, who is consistently antipathetic
toward Eustacia, is no longer covered with the furze at all. The furze clearly
represents the acute rivalry that exists between each place in and that
affects the character of each inhabitant.

Eustacia tends to walk around the heath, ‘warmed with an inner fire’
(171), in an attempt to overcome her restless dissatisfaction with the

material conditions of life. Her wanderings around the heath are always
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motivated by desire:
... her thoughts soon strayed far from her own personality; and, full of
a passionate and indescribable solitude for one to whom she was not
even a name, she went forth into the amplitude of tanned wild around
her, restless as Ahasuerus the Jew. (174)
On the other hand, Mrs Yeobright is ‘a well-known and respected widow of
the neighbourhood, of a standing which can only be expressed by the word
genteel’ (35). Her sense of higher social lineage permeates all her actions.
Her persistent opposition to Thomasin’s choice of marriage partner seems, in
fact, inflexible, but it turns out that, in her role of moral guard for the
community, she rightly recognizes Wildeve’s unsuitability as Thomasin’s
husband. As a result, Mrs Yeobright explicitly forbids the banns to be read in
church. When it comes to the marriage, she puts more emphasis on how the
marriage exerts an influence on society than the couple’s feelings because
‘she is so proud, and thinks so much of her family respectability’ (49).
Moreover, Mrs Yeobright, who detects in Eustacia’s motivation the immoral
pursuit of pleasure, realizes the essential mismatch of Clym and Eustacia.
When she gives Clym her opinion of Eustacia, she immediately confirms the
rumor that has circulated throughout the community: ‘I have never heard
that she (Eustacia) is of any use to herself or to other people. Good girls
don’t get treated as witches even on Egdon’ (211). Thus, Blooms-End clearly
represents the morality and respectability that Mrs Yeobright and the
Victorian society appreciate. So, Blooms-End prevents the invasion of
Eustacia who is more faithful to her desires and is not restricted by social

and moral codes at all.
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There is an informative scene in which Eustacia becomes conscious of the
limited ability she has to control her own movement. Hearing of Clym’s
imminent arrival at Blooms-End from Paris, she undertakes many walks
upon the heath to try and catch a glimpse of him.

She put on her bonnet, and, leaving the house, descended the hill
on the side towards Blooms-End, where she walked slowly along the
valley for a distance of a mile and a half. This brought her to a spot in
which the green bottom of the dale began to widen, the furze bushes to
recede yet further from the path on each side, till they were
diminished to an isolated one here and there by the increasing fertility
of the soil. Beyond the irregular carpet of grass was a row of white
palings, which marked the verge of the heath in this latitude. They
showed upon the dusky scene that they bordered as distinctly as white
lace on velvet. (127-8)

Although she reaches the vicinity of Blooms-End, ‘Eustacia [stands] just
within the heath, straining her eyes in the direction of Mrs. Yeobright’s
house and premises’ (135). Although she returns again to be near to
Blooms-End in order to see the man who she believes might possibly have
the power to deliver her from a most deadly oppression, she never crosses the
border between the furze-covered heath and the furze-free area of
Blooms-End. At this stage, she cannot advance into Mrs Yeobright’s territory.

However, later in the novel, Eustacia does eventually manage to cross the
boundary. As part of the festivities, Eustacia is permitted to enter the house
in her role as a ‘Turkish knight’ (144) in the mummer’s play. In her role, she

is revealed as one who is changed in sex, brilliant in colors, and armed from
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top to toe. It is in this male guise that she succeeds in her desire to meet
Clym. By playing the role of a Turkish knight, she is taken beyond the
boundary of social and moral normality. Indeed, Eustacia’s travesty
‘immediately threatens the ritual’s luck; because a woman has taken part in
the ritual, any fertility in the season which follows this mumming will be
blighted’ (Fisher 84). She shamelessly crosses the border of gender that must
be maintained through external signifiers such as clothing; ironically, by
dressing as a knight, the enchanting attractive physicality of Eustacia is
concealed: ‘The power of her face all lost, the charm of her emotions all
disguised, the fascinations of her coquetry denied existence’ (169).
Blooms-End supervises her sexual power over Clym because she can only
obtain the means for access to Clym by accepting a place in the society for
which she has to sell her sexuality at least symbolically and literally. Despite
the fact that she deploys sexual bribery with Charley, when she gives him
permission to hold her hand in exchange for his assistance with her
participation, her bold scheme to enter the house, in fact, renders her
sexually impotent. Blooms-End, as the representation of Mrs Yeobright’s
morality, can never permit entry to Eustacia in her natural female state;
ironically, it is only in her disguise as a man that she is permitted entry to
the sanctum of morality.

Eustacia recognizes that her predominant influence over the male
characters is framed by the furze. At the beginning of the story, it is at
Mistover which is covered with the furze that she uses a bonefire to summon
Wildeve to her side, triumphantly comparing her feat to ‘the Witch of Endor

callling] up Samuel’ (73). Eustacia overhears the rumor about Clym arriving
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on the heath when two heathmen—Humphrey and Sam—talk about Clym,
as they build the furze-faggots into a stack. There is clearly a close
correlation between her expectations of Clym and many furze-faggots that
are being piled high.

The subject of their discourse had been keenly interesting to her.
A young and clever man was coming into that lonely heath from, of all
contrasting places in the world, Paris. It was like a man coming from
heaven. More singular still, the heathmen had instinctively coupled
her and this man together in their minds as a pair born for each other.
(126-7)

The higher the furze-faggots are piled, the more strongly she desires to
establish a relationship with the man they describe.

After Eustacia meets Clym and their relationship becomes more intimate,
the contact between her and Clym, when they walk together on the heath,
makes her conscious of the limits of her sphere of her influence on him. They
are both clearly very satisfied with the other and their relationship.

Clym took the hand which was already bared for him—it was a
favorite way with them to walk bare hand in bare hand —and led her
through the ferns. They formed a very comely picture of love at full
flush, as they walked along the valley that late afternoon, the sun
sloping down on their right, and throwing their thin spectral shadows,
tall as poplar trees, far out across the furze and fern. ...They wandered
onward till they reached the nether margin of the heath, where it
became marshy, and merged in moorland. (243)

After this episode, all of a sudden, she says to him ‘I must part from you here,
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Clym’ (243). As they get close to Blooms-End, she reluctantly says, ‘Your
mother will influence you too much; I shall not be judged fairly; it will get
afloat that I am not a good girl, and the witch story will be added to make me
blacker’ (244). The dividing line between the furze and Blooms-End is their
parting point. Eustacia knows that to cross the border into Mrs Yeobright’s
territory means relinquishing her sexual influence over Clym. Eustacia
knows that Mrs Yeobright repeatedly tries to drive what she regards as the
evil influence of Eustacia away from her son. Initially, Clym manages to
control his affection toward Eustacia when he is in front of his mother at
home, but eventually, he overcomes his mother’s opposition to their
relationship and he marries Eustacia. As Mrs Yeobright is well-aware, after
their marriage, Clym will have to leave Blooms-End, and he will be under
the influence of Eustacia. Once they are married, Eustacia is convinced that
she can persuade him to return to Paris, despite his clear reluctance to do so.
Moreover, as Clym is suffering from near-blindness, he changes his
occupation from diamond merchant to furze-cutter; this ironic shift is too
difficult for Eustacia to bear. Clym now not only restricts her in his role as
her husband but he also gradually cuts the furze which is symbol of her
desires. His cutting of the furze represents his control over Eustacia and
makes it clear how her movements continue to be limited. Ironically, Clym,
who Eustacia believes would help her escape the captivity of her old life,
becomes increasingly complicit in her confinement on Engdon Heath.
Thomasin also leaves Blooms-End, and Hardy’s symbolic description
makes it clear to us how we should interpret her departure for Wldeve’s inn:

Then Mrs. Yeobright saw a little figure wending its way between the
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scratching furze-bushes, and diminishing far up the valley — a

pale-blue spot in a vast field of neutral brown, solitary and

undefended except by the power of her own hope. (187)
The furze obstacles that obstruct Thomasin’s path imply to the reader that
Thomasin’s life of marriage with Wildeve is to be disturbed by Eustacia.
Indeed, as this episode foreshadows, Thomasin has no choice but to become
independent after marriage because she has stayed beyond the territory in
which Mrs Yeobright has always used her patronage to protect her; as her
aunt says to her, ‘My power over your welfare came to an end when you left
this house to go with him to Anglebury’ (184). Another instance where the
furze functions as an obstacle that prevents Thomasin from moving onward
also appears in the scene in which Wildeve and Eustacia are about to elope.
During a violent storm, in an attempt to stop their elopement, Thomasin
attempts to go to Blooms-End to ask Clym for his help. On her way to
Blooms-End, her skirt catches noisily in the furze, giving us the impression
that the furze is slowing her down and hindering her attempt to halt the
elopement. Eustacia’s desires are metaphorically represented by the furze,
which clings tenaciously to Thomasin who is a victim of Eustacia’s selfish
desires. However, Thomasin is in the territory of Eustacia, not Mrs Yeobright,
so she must create her own future by herself.

As the above discussion makes clear, in The Return of the Native, none of
the main female characters—Eustacia, Mrs Yeobright, and Thomasin—are
permitted to walk freely on Egdon Heath. In other words, they can only exert
their influence on the male characters— Clym or Wildeve —within their own

territory. Egdon Heath is a sphere within which women cannot walk around
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freely.

Chapter 3
Topographical identity

It seems pertinent to ask why Eustacia so often walks on the closed
Egdon Heath, despite the damage it does to her reputation. I argue here that
Eustacia walks around the heath in an attempt to find the path that will
enable her to escape from Egdon Heath. The wandering Eustacia becomes an
embodiment of the difficulty of the Victorian women’s situation, where they
were almost entirely dependent on men; as Eustacia’s quest makes clear, the
only way that women were able to fulfill their social and physical desires and
to move freely was through marriage. Therefore, the only path that Eustacia
desires to escape from her ‘Hades’ (77) is an appropriate marriage partner;
she identifies the path to Paris through her future husband.

The plot of The Return of the Native is developed around Hardy’s favorite
theme, the love triangle. Eustacia is in love with both Wildeve, who wishes to
leave Egdon and Clym, who has returned to his native village from Paris;
moreover, Thomasin is in love with both Wildeve and Venn. However, in this
novel, Hardy introduces a theme; for Eustacia, the object of desire is not so
much the man himself as the place that the man is associated with. Hardy
makes the importance of place in the novel clear to us from the very
beginning, by stressing regional awareness in the title: ‘A Face on Which
Time Makes Little Impression’. Hardy personifies Egdon Heath as if it had a
face. Hardy establishes the heath itself as a major character through

personification before any human character enters the story. The landscape
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is first presented in terms of geological time, and only very gradually is a
human element permitted to emerge, first in the form of a road, and then as
a human individual. Therefore, the personification of the place plays a
significant role throughout the novel.

It is significant that, in this novel, the places to which the characters
belong establish their identity. The followings serve as this typical example:
Tt is not that girl of Blooms-End’ (12); ‘I am Mrs. Yeobright of Blooms-End’
(40); ‘Captain Vye’s grand-daughter of Mistover knap’ (192). These examples
are quite different from the references to places that occur in, for instance,
Tess of the d’Urberville: “Tess Durbeyfield, down at Marlott’ (7d 48). It is
worth noting that in The Return of the Native, Hardy often employs the
preposition ‘of’ when describing his characters’ sense of belonging, as the
above sentences make clear. As Hillis Miller points out,

The “tragical possibilities” expressed by the lonely face of the heath

are made realities in the novel as they are embodied in the various

characters’ lives. The characters rise up from here and there, over the

heath as the personification of its personification. (Tbpographies 27)
The relationship between the characters and their topographical settings is
the heart of this story. Clym, who no longer belongs to the heath, symbolizes
Paris which Eustacia longs for. To her, he is all the more desirable because of
his association with Paris, which is a place in marked contrast to the world of
Egdon Heath. Before Eustacia has met him, she has already associated him
with a new and grander life in Paris. In Hardy’s characterization of Clym, his
personality is stressed thus:

The observer’s eye was arrested, not by his face as a picture, but by
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what it recorded. His features were attractive in the light of symbols,

as sounds intrinsically common become attractive in language, and as

shapes intrinsically simple become interesting in writing. (198)
Because Clym is ‘attractive in the light of symbols’, Eustacia can be more
than half in love with him even before she has met him. As we are told ‘she
seemed to long for the abstraction called passionate love more than for any
particular lover’ (79), Eustacia sees Clym not so much as a human being, but
‘as a visitant from a gay world to which she rightly belonged’ (236). It is this
sentiment that prompts her to marry him, in the hope that he will take her
to Paris. Her desires are always directed to the place or the direction that the
male characters represent, rather than the character of the men themselves.
It is, therefore, hardly surprising that she worries not about Clym’s
increasing blindness, but about the impossibility of her wish to live in Paris
that this brings about:

Suppose he should become blind, or, at all events, never recover

sufficient strength of sight to engage in an occupation which would be

congenial to her feelings, and conduce to her removal from this lonely

dwelling among the hills? That dream of beautiful Paris was not likely

to cohere into substance in the presence of this misfortune. (295)
Eustacia always views others through the lens of immediate personal need.
In short, to Eustacia, each character is the personification of a place and they
are always identified by their geographic associations.

For example, at the beginning of the story, before Clym has returned to

his native village, Eustacia’s ‘interest lay in the south-east’ (59) — the

direction of Wildeve’s residence, but on hearing of Clym’s imminent arrival
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and his association with Paris, Eustacia’s desire shifts ‘in the direction of
Mrs Yeobright’s house at Blooms-End’ (127). Similarly, Wildeve also directs
his attention to the residence of Eustacia, as he ‘[stands] and lookl[s]
north-east’ (57) in the direction of Rainbarrow. The strong association of
characters with their geographical locations is also seen in the episode where
Venn confronts Eustacia about her position as Thomasin’s rival. Rather than
referring to Wildeve by name, instead Venn indicates him with a jerk: ‘he
jerked his elbow to south-east—the direction of the Quiet Woman’ (103).
Before she forms an association with Clym, Eustacia’s ‘walk should be in the
direction of Blooms-End, the birthplace of young Yeobright’ (127). After Clym
becomes acquainted with Eustacia, the ‘direction of his walk was always
toward some point of a line between Mistover and Rainbarrow’ (225). In
addition, when Clym is courting Eustacia, we are told that his affection for
her is ‘past all compass’ (231). In the context of Hardy’s use of geography to
represent desire, it is clear that his love is beyond the concept of direction;
indeed he has lost his sense of direction. When Mrs Yeobright eventually
accepts the marriage between Thomasin and Wildeve, she says to Thomasin
that ‘she should marry where she wished’ (39 underline mine). What is
important here is that Mrs Yeobright is implying that Thomasin is not
marrying a man— Wildeve, but, in fact, the place where he lives.

What fascinates Eustacia is an ability to move, and specially the
possibility of being rescued from Egdon Heath. Wildeve, in fact, who first
attracts her interests, is described as

quite a young man, and of the two properties, form and motion, the

latter first attracted the eye in him. The grace of his movement was
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singular: it was the pantomimic expression of a lady-killing career.

(47)
It is this ‘grace of his movement’ which brings with it promise for Eustacia’s
hope to escape Egdon Heath that fascinates her. However, this fascination is
soon replaced as, on hearing of the arrival of Clym from Paris —whose
boulevards and Tuileries she someday wishes to walk along—her eyes follow
‘the direction of Mrs Yeobright’s house’. Shortly after Clym’s return, she
frequently walks around the heath in the hope that she might come across
him on her walks; furthermore, she also starts to attend church—which prior
to Clym’s arrival, she rarely did—in the hope that she might there come
across him. Her reiterative wanderings on the heath at all hours of the day
and night are signs of her desires to be free from Egdon Heath. Despite the
fact that her walking itself renders her abnormal within the community, she
continues to roam, in an attempt to seek the path to Paris.

Eustacia is intensely anxious that, in marrying Clym, she is assured of
the possibility that they will return to Paris. Indeed, as a Victorian woman,
she is, in effect, Clym’s property, and as such she must marry both him and
his way of life; as such, it is crucial to Eustacia that she forces Clym to return
to Paris. However, as Mrs Yeobright had warned, Eustacia and Clym are,
from the beginning of their marriage, incompatible with each other; indeed,
their desires run antithetical to one another’s. Clym loves Egdon Heath and
has returned to his native village with a mission to ‘raise the class’ (203) of
the villagers. Eustacia perceives Egdon Heath as a place from which she
ardently desires to escape. For Clym, Egdon Heath is a place of refuge, for

Eustacia it is a place from which she wants to seek refuge. Despite her
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continually voiced desire to go to Paris, Clym stubbornly refuses to go back.
To make matters worse, Clym’s near-blindness and consequent turn to
furze-cutting, which further ensures that they remain on the heath, are a
crucial factor in the collapse of their marriage.

As Clym’s eye trouble and obstinate refusal to leave Egdon ensure that
Eustacia’s life does not play out as she had hoped, the seductive halo of Paris
that had surrounded her vision of Clym entirely slips from her eyes. In one
episode, after arguing with Clym, she embarks upon a departure from the
house and finds herself at the gipsying dance. Throughout Hardy’s novels,
the dances play an important role in the narratives. Hardy uses dances,
‘which can be considered illustrative walking’ (Amato 23), as a narrative
device that helps bring his characters together and carry their relationships
forward.3 In The Return of the Native, the dance serves as an occasion
wherein Eustacia and Clym as well as Eustacia and Wildeve can come into
direct contact. Indeed, during the gipsying, Eustacia and Wildeve come
together; for her, the dance contrasts dramatically with the ‘arctic fragility’
(310) of her married life with Clym. As her infatuation for Wildeve is
rekindled, ‘she [enters] the dance from the troubled hours of her late life as
one might enter a brilliant chamber after a night walk in a wood’ (310). The
words ‘the troubled hours of her late life’ in this context make it clear how
miserable Clym’s betrayal of her expectation that their marriage will lead
her to Paris has made her. The words ‘night walk in a wood’ indicates to us
that she knows she must resume her previous walking habit, to seek an
escape route from Egdon because she recognizes that there is no chance that

Clym will now take her to Paris. In addition, ‘a brilliant chamber’ means the
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marriage with Clym. However, as soon as she enters the ‘brilliant chamber’
of marriage with Clym, neither the sexual promise nor the bright future that
she had hoped for materialize, nor does she see the brilliance of this promise
in Clym’s eyes. The phrase ‘entered the dance’ implies that Eustacia chooses
Wildeve again as the dance partner of her life. The dance precipitates her
back into Wildeve’s arms.
The dance is significant for another reason, in terms of the effect that it
has on those who partake:
To dance with a man is to concentrate a twelvemonth’s regulation fire
upon him in the fragment of an hour. To pass to courtship without
acquaintance, to pass to marriage without courtship, is a skipping of
terms reserved for those alone who tread this royal road.(154)
‘The dances express the searcher for a partner of the other sex who will
complete what is lacking in the searcher’ Miller, Topographies 31). Therefore,
in this context, it becomes clear to us that it is natural that Eustacia should
switch from Clym to Wildeve whose inheritance from his relatives in Canada
can enable him to take her to Paris. The dance encourages their relationship
to develop sexually.4 The contrast between this dance scene and the realistic
sketch of the dance at the Yeobright’s festivities is worth noting. At the
Yeobright’s festivities, Eustacia is in a state of sexual travesty, but now she
can openly express her sexuality in a trance-like state, undisturbed by
conventional morality. Eustacia once reached the ecstasy in a literal dream
in which her partner is a man in silver armor, before she has met Clym: “The
mazes of the dance were ecstatic. Soft whispering came into her ear from

under the radiant helmet, and she felt like a woman in Paradise’ (138). Her
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literal dream is later to become a pseudo-reality not with Clym, but with
Wildeve at this East Egdon gipsying. The propinquity of Eustacia and
Wildeve combined with the eroticism and the movement of the dance
reawakens their former attraction: “The dance had come like an irresistible
attack upon whatever sense of social order there was in their minds, to drive
them back into old paths which were now doubly irregular’ (311). There is no
doubt from this description which of men she finds most attractive—Clym
who crawls about the heath to cut the furze, or Wildeve who dance in the
‘maze of motion’ (310).
Despite this, Eustacia has a subconscious anxiety about how suitable
Wildeve is as a life partner. Their walking path that she believes is extended
to Paris seems to be symbolically represented as a tortuous, obscure and full
of obstacles; it is clear that this is an anxiety that also extends to their future.
She feels she cannot entirely entrust herself to him.
On this account the irregularities of the path were not visible, and
Wildeve occasionally stumbled; whilst Eustacia found it necessary to
perform some graceful feasts of balancing whenever a small tuft of
heather or root of furze protruded itself through the grass of the
narrow track and entangled her feet. At these junctures in her
progress a hand was invariably stretched forward to steady her,
holding her firmly until smooth ground was again reached, when the
hand was again withdrawn to a respectful distance. (313)

Because of the death of Clym’s mother, a deep rift develops between Eustacia

and Clym; her dream of living with him in Paris completely melts away.

However, she cannot decide whether or not to accept Wildeve’s offer to
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facilitate her escape to Paris either with or without him. Ultimately, the
discovery that Wildeve is not a suitable partner for her makes her realize
that all hope is gone, and precipitates her tragic end.

This analysis helps us understand what causes Eustacia’s death. As Kim
Taplin, in her analysis of Tennyson’s great poem /n Memoriam, points out,
‘the path repeatedly signifies the journey through life to death’ (Taplin 36).
This is certainly true of Hardy’s The Return of the Native. As we have seen,
throughout the novel, there are very few descriptions of the path leading out;
all of the paths lead repeatedly to the same place and starting point.
Eustacia’s death means that she cannot finally find her own way (through a
man) out of this impasse. In fact, the life of Hardy’s characters in Egdon
Heath depends on their ability to walk on the heath. When we are told that
Mrs Yeobright’s ‘once elastic walk had become deadened by time’ (224), we
know that this information functions as a premonition of her coming death.
Mrs Yeobright leaves for Clym’s house on foot in order to re-establish
communication with her son, but unfortunately she does not meet him. She
turns away from his unopened door, exhausted by her long-distance walk; on
her way home, she is bitten by an adder and can no longer walk and dies
from her injury. As this episode makes clear, Egdon people equate their
destiny with the strength of their legs.

In The Return of the Native, Eustacia’s principal task is to reach her
longed-for destination, Paris, and eliminate the risks of losing her path: ‘if
we lose the path it might be awkward’ (263). As has been suggested by Taplin,
paths on Egdon Heath are symbolic of a character: ‘once lost it 1is

irrecoverable’ (433). Thomasin does not get lost on the heath because of ‘her
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general knowledge of the contours, which was scarcely surpassed by Clym’s
or by that of the heath-croppers themselves’ (433). This familiarity is thus
also true of her marriage; she can find her own path through her marriage
with Venn, and —at the same time—she can leave the heath freely. In
contrast, after Eustacia decides to separate from Clym, ‘Eustacia’s journey
was at first as vague in direction as that of thistledown on the wind’ (394).
She is hopelessly bewildered about the directionlessness of her walk. In The
Return of the Native, to lose one’s way is to lose one’s life. The tragic result of
Eustacia losing her way is expected by the reader.

Eustacia’s death is considered to be punishment for walking once again
with Wildeve who is associated with the ‘old paths which were now doubly
irregular’ (311); it may be that her death represents the novel’s proposition:
“once lost it is irrecoverable.” To converge to either interpretation is to

unnecessarily simplify this complex story.

Chapter 4
Clym and Venn
The issue which we must next consider is the nature and function of
walking in the limited space of Egdon Heath among the male characters,
especially Clym and Venn. First, I will examine the character of Venn in
order to highlight the striking differences between how women and men
walk around the heath. Venn’s survival of Egdon is a result of three
important characteristics: mobility, a lack of belonging to the Egdon
community and an objective standpoint. After Thomasin rejects his proposal,

in disappointment, Venn decides to become a reddleman. As we are told that
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‘Rejected suitors take to roaming as naturally as unhived bees’ (92), Venn
gives up his fixed life of farming for a more nomadic way of life. His new
choice of ‘the trade meant periodical journeys to the pit whence the material
was dug, a regular camping out from month to month, except in the depth of
winter, peregrination among farms which could be counted by the hundred’
(89). He takes to ‘roaming as naturally as unhived bees’ and lives ‘like a
gipsy’ (90). Venn’s mobility is qualitatively different from both Eustacia’s
departure and Clym’s arrival: it is an experience of motion across boundaries
and through Egdon Heath, while departure and arrival are experiences of
detachment from and attachment to Egdon Heath. His regression from
farmer to reddleman enables him to enter and leave Egdon freely. In contrast
to the main characters, who all subsequently meet with tragedy, Venn
survives and indeed finds happiness. As we discussed earlier, the characters’
mobility is the most important factor in their survival on Egdon Heath; thus,
Venn’s survival in Egdon Heath is due entirely to the fact that his occupation
brings with it such mobility.

The nomadic life that he adopts because of his occupation is responsible
for his lack of a sense of belonging to the Egdon community. His lack of
identification excludes him from the community and marks him as an
outsider in the novel; however, it is this that also turns out to be his strength.
Venn, whose occupation fixes him in a state of transience is thus rendered a
marginal member of the settled society of Egdon as he has no single home.
‘His occupation tended to isolate him, and isolated he was mostly seen to be’
(90). The image of Venn as a stranger or one who is marginal is reminiscent

of two characteristics that Georg Simmel identifies as key aspects of the
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stranger: freedom and objectivity. Eric J. Leed explains the freedom and
objectivity that Simmel ascribes to the stranger:
“Freedom” and “objectivity” mean essentially the same thing: the
stranger is “detached” from the community in which he resides by
virtue of his mobility. Because of this freedom and detachment, the
stranger may view “objectively” the conflicts and situations within
which locals are mired. (Leed 63)
Thus, it is clear that Venn becomes conscious of himself as a viewer or an
observer of the Egdon world, which is itself made up of a sequence of
continuous events. Venn and his van always appear in places that are remote
from the well-trodden areas of the heath: ‘Brambles, though churlish when
handled, are kindly shelter in early winter, being the latest of the deciduous
bushes to lose their leaves. The roof and chimney of Venn’s caravan showed
behind the tracery and tangles of the brake’ (175). Because he does not
belong to any specific territory, he can walk around freely to observe the
other characters without being seen.

His position as a reddleman not only grants him ample opportunity to
conduct covert surveillance but also affords him the mobility and
concealment. Moreover, the red pigment of his trade, which marks him from
top to toe, makes him socially invisible in much the same way as Jude is
rendered socially anonymous by the dust from the stone with which he works
in Jude the Obscure. Thanks to the facts that Venn’s occupation is associated
with the “folks of the road’ (90), his mobility, as a result of his trade, ensures
that he retains a characteristic distance between himself as a mobile

observer and the Egdon world Venn observes. Indeed, Venn is treated as a
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stranger in the Egdon community: ‘Mephistophelian visitants’ (89) or ‘the
devil or the red ghost’ (34). Although Venn has chosen to isolate himself from
society because of his disappointed love, he continues to make every effort to
ensure Thomasin’s happiness. He continues to haunt Eustacia and Wildeve;
at times he watches, listens, and intervenes in their life, interventions that
have mixed results. He always observes and interferes in situations that he
believes might jeopardize Thomasin. For example, he persistently follows
Eustacia in an attempt to hinder her irregular sexual activities with
Thomasin’s husband; he also spies on a moonlit meeting that occurs between
Eustacia and Wildeve. Indeed, when Venn shoots Wildeve as he prepares for
another secret night time meeting with Eustacia, he rationalizes his crime as
an act that is necessary to protect Thomasin’s interest. However, Venn’s
actions serve no one’s interests, but his own. There is no evident moral
assessment of his inquisitive determination to interfere in the private affairs
of others. Therefore, his interferences have the opposite results to those that
he intended, and, to make maters worse, bring about the ruin of all the main
characters except Thomasin.

His particular characteristics enable him to make use of the troubles,
consciously or unconsciously, that the other characters face. It is these
characteristics that allow him to eventually survive the heath. Eventually, as
he becomes a dairy farmer, his social status improves enough that he can
marry Thomasin. Once this object is achieved, he