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CD 2

1  The front of the house was towards the heath... 7:06
2  She looked wistfully at him with her sorrowful eyes... 7:03
3  ‘No sooner was Andrey asleep...’ 8:00
4  Chapter 6 6:15
5  The handkerchief which had hooded her head... 7:43
6  Her grandfather had turned back again... 8:01
7  ‘Did you indeed think I believed you were married?’ 6:30
8  Chapter 7 7:11
9  Where did her dignity come from? 7:21
10  Chapter 8 10:01
11  Chapter 9 2:30

  Total time on CD 2: 77:49
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CD 1

1  The Return of the Native 6:50
2  The most thoroughgoing ascetic could feel that he had... 4:46
3  Chapter 2 5:59
4  The reddleman looked in the old man’s face. 6:48
5  Chapter 3 7:53
6  ‘The king’ call’d down’ his no-bles all’...’ 8:58
7  ‘Well, I can’t understand a quiet ladylike little body...’ 8:24
8  Christian drew a deep breath... 7:08
9  The vagary of Timothy Fairway was infectious. 8:04

10  Chapter 4 9:53
11  Chapter 5 3:30

  Total time on CD 1: 78:19
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CD 3

1  It was sometimes suggested that reddlemen were criminals... 8:03
2  The reddleman, stung with suspicion of wrong to Thomasin... 10:06
3  Chapter 10 8:59
4  The reddleman suffered the wound... 8:52
5  Chapter 11 8:22
6  By far the greatest effect of her simple strategy... 9:22
7  Book Second 9:43
8  Chapter 2 8:39
9  Chapter 3 5:11

  Total time on CD 3: 77:23

CD 4

1  That night was an eventful one to Eustacia’s brain... 4:19
2  Chapter 4 6:13
3  It might be that Joe, who fought on the side of Christendom... 8:06
4  Charley departed, and Eustacia felt more and more interest in life... 5:30
5  Chapter 5 6:57
6  The first five minutes of listening was interesting enough... 6:50
7  Chapter 6 7:24
8  Fairway had meanwhile concluded a critical gaze at Yeobright. 8:24
9  The heat flew to Eustacia’s head and cheeks. 7:48
10  Chapter 7 8:05
11  Venn felt much astonishment at this avowal... 7:59

  Total time on CD 4: 77:43



6 7

CD 5

1  Meanwhile Diggory Venn had returned to his van... 2:25
2  Chapter 8 10:28
3  Clym pushed away his breakfast. 9:35
4  Book Third 10:33
5  Chapter 2 7:47
6  No more was said on the subject till the end of dinner. 9:49
7  Chapter 3 6:29
8  Yeobright and Eustacia looked at each other for one instant... 7:43
9  He rose early the next morning... 7:06

10  The early weeks of the year passed on. 6:55

  Total time on CD 5: 78:57

CD 6
  

1  Chapter 4 7:25
2  She started – then endeavoured to say calmly... 9:04
3  Chapter 5 6:14
4  He was in a nest of vivid green. 8:21
5  Chapter 6 8:37
6  Mrs Yeobright turned away... 5:57
7  Chapter 7 7:01
8  She went upstairs and took from a locked drawer in a little box... 5:46
9  Ultimately Christian laid down his shilling... 7:32
10  ‘Did you ever know anybody who was born to it besides myself?’ 7:34

  
  Total time on CD 6: 73:38
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CD 7

1  Chapter 8 6:02
2  They were surrounded by dusky forms... 9:05
3  Book Fourth 6:27
4  She instantly dismissed the wretched Christian... 6:52
5  Chapter 2 5:02
6  One morning, after a severer strain than usual... 6:34
7  Day after day he rose with the sun... 9:15
8  Chapter 3 8:51
9  A whole village-full of sensuous emotion... 8:06

10  She was silent awhile. 8:40

  Total time on CD 7: 75:01

CD 8

1  Chapter 4 8:53
2  Thus far the reddleman had been tolerably successful... 6:14
3  Chapter 5 9:41
4  Chapter 6 7:23
5  Wildeve looked thoughtfully at her. 8:29
6  The little boy remained silently pondering... 5:38
7  Chapter 7 8:30
8  While he was yet nearly a mile from the house... 6:34
9  Chapter 8 7:14

10  By this time she had risen... 8:43

  Total time on CD 8: 77:24
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CD 9

1  Book Fifth 7:02
2  Eustacia had not been long indoors... 8:57
3  Chapter 2 5:53
4  As he surveyed the rooms he felt strongly disinclined... 5:51
5  It was about daybreak when he had reached this decision... 6:44
6  Chapter 3 7:41
7  By no stretch of meaning could any... 8:51
8  Chapter 4 9:54
9  Chapter 5 6:38

10  While she stood she heard a sound. 6:26

  Total time on CD 9: 74:02

CD 10

1  Chapter 6 5:57
2  Thomasin blushed a little. 6:59
3  Chapter 7 7:39
4  At half-past eleven, finding that the house was silent... 9:38
5  Chapter 8 5:18
6  Thomasin carried in her arms a large bundle... 5:50
7  She was soon ascending Blooms-End valley... 8:10
8  Chapter 9 6:00
9  Wildeve meanwhile had arrived on the former side... 7:26
10  He returned across the heath to his van. 8:47

  Total time on CD 10: 71:52
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CD 11

1  Book Sixth 8:58
2  Venn appeared confused... 9:35
3  Chapter 2 6:21
4  Chapter 3 9:51
5  Chapter 4 6:40
6  They sat down to a lunch in the midst of their work... 6:16
7  The two went round and ascended the crooked stair... 8:36

  Total time on CD 11: 56:21
  Total time on CDs 1–11: 13:38:29

These words offer us an image of 
mankind as resembling a bleak tract of 
moorland, and they could only have been 
written by one English novelist: at the 
same time powerful and obscure, poetic 
and awkward, they exemplify Thomas 
Hardy’s idiosyncratic use of language, and 
more importantly they take us close to 
the uneasy heart of his philosophy. They 
are taken from the well-known opening 
chapter of The Return of the Native, and 
the place they describe is Egdon Heath. 
This stretch of wild heathland in Dorset is 
half-fact, half-fiction, a sparsely inhabited 
place, possessing a strange, bleak beauty, 

which forms the setting of the novel. The 
heath symbolises the harsh grandeur and 
impersonality of nature, the background 
against which the human stories in the 
book are played out. 
 The other great Victorian novelists 
– Thackeray, Dickens, Eliot and Trollope 
– presented rich panoramas of the society 
through which their characters moved, 
but Hardy had a more elemental concern: 
to look beneath the surface of life to the 
patterns which time and fate weave, and 
against which the individual struggles 
helplessly. In Hardy’s fiction, men and 
women are at the mercy of their own 
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Thomas Hardy
(1840–1928)

The Return of the Native
It was at present a place perfectly accordant with man’s nature –  

neither ghastly, hateful nor ugly: neither commonplace, unmeaning, 
nor tame; but, like man, slighted and enduring; and withal singularly 

colossal and mysterious in its swarthy monotony. As with some 
persons who have long lived apart, solitude seemed to look out of its 

countenance. It had a lonely face, suggesting tragic possibilities.



irrational impulses, and of blind chance. 
The result is a picture of a malevolent 
universe, which first plays with, then 
crushes its human inhabitants, whose 
pathetic attempts to find happiness are 
swept away in misfortune, or tragedy. 
Written over a period of twenty-
five years, Hardy’s dozen novels grow 
increasingly pessimistic, his universe ever 
more irrational and godless. His novels 
entertained, then puzzled, then shocked 
many readers of his time, who asked what 
they might mean, both philosophically 
and in terms of the author’s own life. The 
critic Edmund Gosse famously questioned, 
‘What has Providence done to Mr Hardy 
that he should rise up in the arable 
land of Wessex, and shake his fist at his 
creator?’ Hardy himself never answered 
the question, and no real answer emerges 
from the story of his life.
 Hardy was born in the village of 
Higher Brockhampton near Dorchester 
in 1840, the son of a stonemason. 
After leaving school at fifteen, he was 
apprenticed to a local architect, where 
he worked for some years before moving 
to London to continue his career. In his 

youth he possessed a strong religious 
faith, and even dreamed of ordination 
and a life as a country clergyman. These 
ideas faded rapidly and he became 
a convinced atheist. His early novels, 
written around the age of thirty, were 
sufficiently successful to enable him to 
become a full-time writer. He returned to 
Dorset and soon married Emma Gifford. 
This proved a childless marriage, which 
later descended into estrangement and 
mutual bitterness. Rumours of earlier, 
unhappy love affairs have never been 
substantiated but offer a possible 
explanation for his habitual depiction of 
love as both transient and tormenting. 
Hardy abandoned novel writing in the 
mid-1890s, after the adverse criticism 
that greeted Tess of the d’Urbervilles and 
Jude the Obscure, which were accused 
of being irreligious and immoral, and 
devoted himself to poetry. His poetry 
was distinctive and original: much of it 
embodied the same bleak philosophy as 
his novels, but it is redeemed by its great 
metrical skill and variety of verse forms, 
and by an intimate sense of nature and 
rural life. Emma Hardy died in 1912, 
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and two years later he married Florence 
Dugdale, a much younger woman who 
had been acting as his secretary. After 
Hardy’s death in 1928, she published 
a rather unrevealing biography of him, 
which most experts believe was written 
by Hardy himself. 
 In most of his novels, the themes of 
unhappy love and tragic circumstances are 
counterbalanced by poetic evocations of 
rural scenes, and by affectionate portraits 
of rustic characters, which comment on 
the action, like a homely version of the 
Greek chorus. These rustics seem able to 
avoid suffering and life’s disillusionment 
by avoiding love, passion, ambition and 
striving, their lives following a patient, 
timeless pattern. The leading characters in 
the novels are always a step or two higher 
in the social scale, and their lives are more 
complex and therefore more vulnerable 
to misfortune or tragedy. Hardy’s Wessex 
setting was something genuinely original 
in English fiction, its local colour was 
immensely appealing, and his use of it 
to promote his atheistic and pessimistic 
view of the universe was intriguing and 
provocative. However he also wrote a 

number of very different, lighter books, 
novels of society (A Pair of Blue Eyes, The 
Hand of Ethelberta, A Laodicean, etc.), 
which now seem artificial and dated. He 
seems in fact to have written them as 
a respite between his more serious and 
tragic works. Hardy was always widely-
read, admired, discussed and criticised, 
always seen as a major figure: he was 
loaded with honours in his final years and 
accorded the ultimate tribute of burial in 
Westminster Abbey. By 1928, the year 
of his death, almost forty years and a 
shattering war had intervened since Tess, 
and the beliefs and prejudices of the 
1890s were fading from memory.
 The Return of the Native was 
published in 1878, as Hardy’s fifth novel 
and the first of what he himself termed 
tragedies of character and environment. 
It is the story of the crossed love affairs 
and ill-fated marriages among a group 
of people who imagine, as we all do, 
that they are in control of their lives. 
They have intelligence, passion and 
culture, but all their dreams and plans 
miscarry, defeated by the opposition of 
others, by their own self-deception, or 
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by blind accident and chance. Behind 
all these forces lies the presence of 
Egdon Heath, embodying the harsh and 
supreme indifference of Nature to human 
ambition and suffering, and the message 
that the book hammers home is ‘the 
crookedness of things’. The fatal climax 
comes during a great storm, and, in a 
note to the book, Hardy himself claims 
that Egdon was the very heath where 
the tragedy of King Lear was enacted. 
This statement is without the slightest 
foundation in fact, but it is intriguing 
for the high claims that it makes for the 
novel: it suggests that the moral and 
spiritual world is being turned upside 
down, and that the storm, the violence 
of nature, reflects both the disorder of 
men’s minds, and the malevolence of 
the cosmos. The parallel with Lear is far-
fetched, but the novel is one of Hardy’s 
finest, full of character, local colour and 
poetry. Hardy would indeed take one 
incident from it – the signal sent by 
Wildeve to Eustacia – and turn it into 
the memorable poem, The Moth-Signal 
on Egdon Heath. Clym Yeobright is one 
of Hardy’s most intellectual characters, 

but through the blinding power of 
brief, transient love, he loses everything. 
The figure of Eustacia Vye is romantic, 
melodramatic and brimming with sex 
appeal, although Hardy of course does 
not say this openly. The episode of the 
Mummers’ Christmas Play is among the 
most lively and picturesque of Hardy’s 
rural set pieces, while Diggory Venn, the 
fiendish-looking reddleman, is a living 
reminder of the rural past that seemed so 
exotic to readers of the time. Through all 
these vivid elements and many more, the 
novel moves in a single relentless drive 
through multiple stages of love, conflict 
and misery towards tragedy. Where that 
drive comes from, and how we can ever 
learn to live under its power, is for Hardy 
the great question, linking the cosmos 
and the single individual in search of 
freedom.

Notes by Peter Whitfield 
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