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Chapter-VIII 

The Woodlanders 

After his completion of Far From the Madding Crowd in 1874 Hardy 

thought of writing "a woodland story" which later took shape as "The 

Woodlanders". Somehow he put aside this plan about his new novel, and 

declared that he no longer wanted to be identified with a writer of rural 

comedies. He attempted a very new type of social comedy with urban 

settings, The Hand of Ethelberta. However, in 1885 he had "gone back to his 

original plot for the Woodlanders after all" and the novel was published in 

1887. The novel shares similarities with the earlier novels and anticipates 

some of the burning questions of his later novels. Hardy remarks that in The 

Woodlanders his most favourite theme marriage and 'matrimonial divergence' 

receives the main focus. In a preface to the 1895 edition of the novel Hardy 

observes: "in the present novel as in one or two others of this series which 

involves the question of matrimonial divergence the immortal puzzle -given 

the man and woman, how to find a basis for their sexual relation" (The 

Woodlanders Preface 1895). Sexuality and marriage; especially failed 

marriage, occupies the central concern of the novel, Grace Melbury provides 

the author an opportunity to study the damaging influences of fancy 

education, marriage and divorce laws on the emotional life of a woman. 

Adopting the traditional mode of triangular love plot Hardy voices his anger 

and frustration against the Victorian institution of marriage, traditional morality 

and the concept of class mobility. Hardy's obsession with class and gender 

continues till the writing of his first unpublished novel The Poor Man and the 

Lady. "The cross class" romance (Boumelha: 132, 1999) is an important 

feature of Hardy's novels and this novel also continues that tradition. The 

novel also emphasises on the issues of conflict between 'Nature' and 

'Culture'. The forces of modernism enters into the traditional rural society of 

England destroying the cohesiveness of the society. Man and woman find 

themselves in between these two worlds. 'Culture' distorts the natural 

impulses of man and woman and this distortion manifests in the fonn of 

psychic dislocation. Hardy questions the institutional code of marriage and 
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divorce laws that fetter natural flow of love. Hardy's concern with these two 

opposing forces of the society finds expression in the presentation of his 

major women characters. 

Being a transitional novel The Woodlanders exhibits some of the 

similarities with his earlier novels specially the Far From the Madding Crowd . 

Grace like Bathsheba is loved by a man who represents rural simplicity, 

steadfastness and high moral values. Giles Winterbome is primarily a son of 

nature upon whom urbanity will leave its lasting marks. Like Gabriel Oak, 

Giles Winterbome is involved with rural business and fanning. The author 

very carefully depicts in Giles an ideal representative of the pastoral world 

because he Is in touch with the soil and Is familiar with the subtle changes of 

Nature. Some sort of secret relationship exists between him and the Natural 

World of Hintock. A lack of sexual drive is shown in his relation with Grace 

Giles's lack of strong desire creates a division with Grace, and he ultimately 

becomes a martyr of Victorian prudery. Through the failure of Grace and Giles 

relationship the author emphasises the inability of man and woman to initiate 

proper sexual relationships and the inadequacies of marriage and divorce 

laws and society's attitude to sexual morality. Hardy questions the 

Institutionalized values of marriage and morality that frustrates the aspirations 

of man and woman and makes them slaves of convention. Grace is shown to 

represent two conflicting forces - 'Culture' and 'nature'. She belongs both to 

the Natural way of life at little Hintock and to the alien sophisticated society 

beyond little Hintock. The damaging values of 'Culture' is implanted in her in 

the name of fancy education. Grace Melbury is a vehicle of her father's social 

ambition as she is looked upon by her father not as an individual but as a 

family asset. Mr. Melbury considers the expenditures on her daughter's 

education as a prudent investment because it may return more dividend in the 

form of enhanced social status. Her schooling is fashionable rather than 

profound her father's power has purchased for her an attitude that has had 

the effect of uprooting her from her home and her past. The effect of so-

called modern education of dislocating the personality of an individual is 

bitterly criticised by the author. Grace is divided between two worlds she is, on 

the one hand bound to the customs and rituals of the rural society, on the 
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other, urban sophistication has caused her psychic dislocation. The two 

conflicting force, primitivism and modernism, are ingrained in Grace's 

character. She belongs both to the traditional ways of life at little Hintock and 

to rootless society beyond little Hintock. The damaging influence of 'Culture' 

on Grace's personality manifests in her vacillation ben/veen her two lovers. As 

Anne Z Mickelson observes: 

Culture also has many facet's in Hardy's novels. In The Return of the Native it is 

education, excessive emphasis on intellect, neglect of body, money worries, 

motherfixation, the view of all women as mother of main helper, low sexuality and 

finally asClym's lack of sexuality. In The Mayor of Casterbridqe. culture is competition 

for money and property. It is the concept of marriage in which women is man's 

property to be bought and sold like any other commodity he owns (Mickelson:1976 

•80). 

In The Woodlanders culture Is present in the fonri of parental pressure, 

concept of class mobility and immoral sexuality. Mr. Melbury seeks fulfillment 

for higher class mobility and for that he remains blind to Grace's individuality 

and her inner feelings. He merely thinks her 'a chattel' and expenses due to 

Grace's education a kind of investment for higher class transition, though Mr. 

Melbury once pledged his daughter to Giles with a view to amending a serious 

offence done to Giles's father. After Grace's return to Hintock he considers 

Giles, her daughter's betrothed a poor match. The narrator informs Mr. 

Melbury's deep concern over Grace's attachment for Giles. As the narrator 

observes: 

Here was the fact which could not be disguised; 'since seeing what an immense 

change her last twelve months of absence had produced in his daughter, after heavy 

sum per annum that he had been spending for several years upon her education, he 

was reluctant to let her marry Giles Winterbome indefinitely occupied as woodsman, 

cider merchant, apple farmer and what not even were she willing to marry him herself 

fThe Woodlanders. 85, hereafter referred to as WL). 

Giles Winterborne's grinding poverty and class difference comes in the 

way of romance of Grace and Giles. The author exemplifies it in the scene of 

Christmas party given by Winterborne to entertain Grace and her parents. The 
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unsophisticated arrangement of the party widens the social differences 

between Giles and Grace. Grace's uneasiness at the ill-managed party did 

not go unnoticed by the narrator and he observes: 

After supper, there was a dance, the bandsman from Great Hintock having arrived 

sometime before. Grace had been away from home so long, and was so drilled in 

new dances, that she had forgotten the old figures, and hence did not join the 

movement . . . . As for her, she was thinking, as she watched the gyrations of a very 

difficult measure that she had been accustomed to tread with a bevy of sylph-tike 

creatures in muslin in the music room of a large house, most of whom were now 

moving in scenes widely removed from this, both as regarded place and character 

(WL. 81). 

As the novel progresses we find that more emphasis is put on the role 

of sexuality with regard to marital choice and man-woman relationships. 

Grace as a central woman character receives the narrative focus of the novel 

on the issues of marriage and sexuality. Giles Winterborne, the epitome of 

pastoral ideal, is hardly infused with any sense of sexuality. Like Oak, Clym or 

Henry Knight Giles is in love with ideal, image of Grace. Giles Winterborne's 

non-physicality is shown in his relation with Grace. Giles's lack of strong 

determination and low sexuality is responsible for Grace's new fascination for 

Dr. Fitzpiers, a new comer to the locality Mr. Melbury pressurises Grace to 

deny Giles Winterborne and think of choosing Dr. Fitzpiers. Giles is incapable 

of infusing Grace with any passion. When Mr. Melbury demands from Grace 

the promise not to mix with Giles without his knowledge, the narrator infomis 

us that 'the years - long regard that she had had for Giles was not kindled by 

her return into a flame of sufficient brilliancy to make her rebellious" (WL, 98 ). 

At the crucial moment of their separation the narrator observes abnormal 

sexual passivity on the part of Giles Winterborne. When Giles was cutting the 

branches of a tree to save Mr. South's life, Grace appears there and goes on 

her way without reciprocating Giles's greetings. As the narrator observes ; 

"While she stood out of observation Giles seemed to recognise her meaning; 

with a sudden start he worked on, climbing higher into the sky, and cutting 

himself off more and more from all intercourse with the sublunary world" (WL, 

98) . H.M. Deleski in his book Thomas Hardv and Paradoxes of love. (1987) 
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says: "He certainly cuts himself off from all Intercourses with her. When she 

informs him that her father wants to break off their "engagement of 

understanding", he accepts this in "an enfeebled voice". Strong man though 

he is, Giles's problem is that he is too feeble. Like Oak, he has all the virtues 

and no sexual charge or drive" (Daleski: 1987, 138). 

Grace's relationship with Dr. Fitzpiers turns out to be highly erotic. 

Fitzpiers. a new-comer at Little HIntock is a gentleman fond of science and 

philosophy and poetry, and,in fact, every kind of knowledge. He is more 

interested in reciting Shelley than about the patients. When Fitzpiers enquires 

of Giles, "Is there a young lady staying in this neighbourhood- a very attractive 

girl- with a little white boa round her neck,, and white fur round her gloves?" 

(WL, 121), we can presume that Grace's beauty has ensnared the doctor's 

mind. Not knowing that Giles is in love with her Fitzpiers expresses his 

fascination for Grace and Giles says: 'You seem to be mightily in iove with 

her, sir..."(WL121) Fitzpiers tells Giles 

Human love is a subjective thing-the essence itself of man, as that great thinker 

Spinoza savs-ipsa homis essentia—it is joy accompanied by an idea which we project 

against any suitable object in the line of our vision, just as the rainbow iris is projected 

against an oak, ash or elm tree indifferently. So that if any other young lady had 

appeared instead of the one who did appear, I should have felt just the same interest 

on her, and have quoted precisely the same lines from Shelley about her, as about 

this one I saw (WL122). 

To Fitzpiers love is a subjective thing that requires an external object 

for its transmission So Grace becomes an object of projection on his desires. 

The narrator's assumption of Grace-Fitzpiers relationship becomes more 

explicit as he observes "That Fitzpiers acted upon her like a dream, exciting 

her, throwing her into a novel atmosphere" {WL,164). He exercised a 'certain 

fascination' upon her whenever he came near her but it was passively to 

'coercive' sexuality of Fitzpiers. As T.R. Wright observes: 

The man in question, Edred Fitzpiers, is very much the centre of the novel Hardy first 

offered to Macmillan with the potential alternative title 'Fitzpiers at Hintock' (Kramer, 

1981,7) He is the complete opposite of Winterborne ; far from restraining his sexual 
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Impulses he deliberately indulges them, building an elaborate erotic superstructure on 
the natural base of desire. He has no illusion about love. Having treated Winterborne 
to a recital of Shelley at his most ethereal on 'the bright shade of some immortal 
dream', he proceeds to analyse the dynamics of desire with all the philosophical 
sophistication of a Parisian post-structuralist {Wright, 1989, 82). 

On the occasion when Grace first visits Fitzpiers home, she finds him 

asleep. Looking at the reflected image of Fitzpiers on the mirror Grace, felt the 

power of sexuality of Irresistible Fitzpiers. As the narrator informs: 'An 

indescribable thrill passed through her as she perceived that the eyes of the 

reflected Image were open, gazing wonderingly at her. Under the curious 

unexpectedness of the sight she became as If spell-bound, almost powerless 

to turn her head and regard the original. However by an effort she did turn, 

where there he lay asleep the same as before' (WL, 132). Grace observed In 

the reflection of the mirror that Fitzpiers 'had opened his eyes for a few 

minutes, but had immediately relapsed into unconsciousness' (WL, 132). 

Fitzpiers encounters Grace in the Image of the mirror. It Is interesting that both 

Grace and Fitzpiers encounter each other In the reflected Image of the mirror. 

Fitzpiers being awakened from his dream like state informs Grace, 'I did not 

see you directly, but reflected in the glass. I thought what a lovely creature! 

The design is for once carried out. Nature had at last recovered her lost union 

with Idea!' (WL, 135-136). T.R. Wright observes about the gazing of Fitzpiers 

as "another Lacanian symbol of the artificiality of desire, its capacity to create 

objects In Its own image, to celebrate his discovery of an object which does 

indeed mirror his dream's" (Wright, 1989, 83). 

Finding herself almost powerless before the irresistible sexuality of 

Fitzpiers, Grace is reduced to a self-forgetful mesmerized woman. Grace is 

'compelled' to surrender to the 'coercive' sexuality of Fitzpiers. Grace's 

attraction towards Fitzpiers may be compared to Bathsheba's attraction to 

Troy. In Bathsheba's case It was the sword-exercise that left an mesmeric 

effect on Bathsheba, and in Grace's case it Is merely the physicality of 

Fitzpiers that draws her towards him. Hardy shows that the sexuality of 

Fitzpiers and Troy assumes the dimension of immorality when both of them 
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employing their sexual power seduces village girls. On the eve of Mid-summer 

"enchantment" or ceremony Fitzpiers sexuality on Grace is narrated. The 

nocturnal adventures of village girls 'were about to attempt some spell or 

enchantment which would afford them a glimpse of their future partners of life' 

(WL 149 ) .Grace along with other village girls takes part in this 'nocturnal 

experiment' Grace is almost overawed by Fitzpiers and she is inevitably found 

in Fitzpiers caressing embrace. As the narrator informs: "Stretching out his 

arm as the white figure burst upon him, he captured her in a moment, as if 

she had been a bird"(WL153 ). Grace yielding to Fitzpiers (sexuality) "rested 

on him like one utterly mastered; and it was several seconds before she 

recovered from this helplessness" (WL 153). No sooner had Grace had gone 

back to her home than, Mr Fitzpiers takes advantage of 'a hoydenish maiden' 

of the hamlet' named Suke Damson. Even after his marriage with Grace, 

Fitzpiers continues his illicit sexual relationship with that girl. The narrative 

becomes highly erotic when "Fitzpiers saw in a moment that having taken to 

open ground she had placed herself at his mercy, and he promptly vaulted 

over after her.' We are informed that "It was day break before Fitzpiers and 

Suke Damson reentered Little Hintock" (WL; 153). 

The Woodlanders is the first novel that provides Hardy a scope for 

exploring the role of sexuality on the dynamics of man-woman relationships. 

Fitzpiers immoral relationship with a number of women-before and after 

marriage - drives the plot of the novel. Within a few days of his marriage with 

Grace, Fitzpiers gets involved in an immoral sexual relationship with Lady 

Charmond. She is depicted as a representative of sophisticated urbanity and 

bringer of alien values to the tradition bound rural society of Hintock. Mrs. 

Felice Charmond, a finished coquette wants to buy all those valuable with her 

money and power. Fitzpier's first meeting with Mrs. Charmond has been 

described in sexually charged tone. Everything in her household have been 

arranged in such a way as to increase the seductiveness of the room. As the 

narrator informs: 

He was shown into a room at the top of the staircase, closely and femininely draped, 

where by the light of the shaded lamp he saw a woman of elegant, figure reclining 
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upon a couch in such a position as not to disturb a pile of magnificent hair on the 

crown of her head. A deep purple dressing-gown formed an admirable foil to the 

peculiarly rich brown of her hair-pialts; her left arm, which was naked nearly up to the 

shoulder, was thrown upwards, and between the fingers of her right hand she held a 

cigarette, while she Idly breathed from her delicately curled lips a thin stream of 

smoke towards the ceillng(WL, 193-94). 

Mrs Charmond discovers in Fitzpiers a former lover. Her renewed 

intimacy with Mr. Fitzpiers takes more passionate nature than initially it meant 

to be. She even expresses her grief for not allowing renewal to Winterborne's 

lease of house. If she did this, she could revive her girlhood love for Fitzpiers. 

In fact, Hardy wants to show that both the woman - Grace and Felice 

Charmond are the victims of illicit sexuality of Fitzpiers. As Penny Boumelha 

in her book Thomas Hardy and Women (1982) observes "Both these women 

experience desire as if it were an external compulsion to which they must 

submit. locating in Fitzpiers the source of an emanation of 'compelling power' 

which calls forth in Felice a gloomy Fatalism and in Grace somnambulistic 

passivity" (Boumelha: 107,1982). 

Grace's relationship with Mr. Fitzpiers is not based on mutual affection 

and emotional dependence. Rather the narrative points out at the widening 

gap in their conjugal relationship. After her marriage with Fitzpiers Grace 

observes that Fitzpiers 'was disposed to avoid her' (WL, 208) and 'the 

scrupulous civility of mere acquaintanceship into his manner' (WL,208). To 

avoid the company of Grace, Fitzpiers "was again immersing himself in these 

lucubrations which before her marriage had made his light a landmark in 

Hintock. It was founded simply on the slender fact that he often sat up late" 

(WL208). We can understand Grace's marriage with Fitzpiers fails to 

work.Fitzpiers frequent visit to Mrs. Charmond on the pretext of her treatment 

cannot conceal the fact that her husband is in love with Felice Charmond. But 

what is most surprising to us is that Fitzpier's marital infidelity fails to evoke 

any anger or jealousy in Grace. As the narrator informs: 

Grace was amazed at the mildness of the anger which the suspicion engendered in 

her. She was but little excited, and her jealousy was languid even to death. It told 
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tales of the nature of her affection for him. In truth, her ante-nuptial regard for 
Fitzpiers had been rather of the quality of awe towards a superior being than of 
tender solicitude of a lover.lt had been based upon mystery and strangeness - the 
mystery of his past, of his knowledge, of his professional skill, of his beliefs. When 
this structure of ideals was demolished by the intimacy of common life, and she found 
him as merely human as the Hintock people themselves, a new foundation was in 
demand for an enduring and staunch affection - a sympathetic interdependence 
(WL210). 

Grace finds that her attraction towards Fitzpiers 'had been rather of the 

quality of awe towards a superior being' and it is not based on 'tender 

solicitude of a lover' (TD 210). The narrator says, ' a new foundation was in 

demand for an enduring and staunch affection-a sympathetic 

interdependence( ibid ).We are now to conclude that the marriage turns into 

an utter failure due to the absence of 'single minded truth and confidence on 

the part of Fitzpiers' (ibid). The sexual passion that played a vital role in the 

beginning of Grace-Fitzpiers relationship has been extinguished due to 

Grace's fluctuation between sexuality and spirituality. Grace cannot give 

herself totally to Fitzpiers due to her constitution. "She has more Aphrodite in 

her than Artemis" (WL, 323).This contradiction in her character imparts to the 

novel a tragic tone. 

However, Grace's marriage with Fitzpiers reaches the verge of 

collapse when he entangles himself in an illicit relationship with Lady 

Charmond. Fitzpier's immoral sexuality captivates Mrs. Charmond and turns 

her into a sexual slave of him. In spite of her deep infatutaion for Fitzpier, Mrs. 

Charmond is not without conscience and does not deliberately want to destroy 

home and happiness of Grace. She is a victim of Fitzpier's immoral sexuality. 

The author shows her as disruptive force in rural community. She evicts 

tenants from her leased houses and by destroying the houses renders them 

homeless. The author shows her always in need of sexual excitement and 

develops illicit relationship with Dr. Fitzpiers. However, the author represents 

her as a victim of sexual desires. She tries to free herself from the snares of 

Fitzpiers's sexuality but cannot do so. The author shows both Grace and Mrs. 

http://lover.lt
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Charmond are the victim of sexuality of Mr. Fitzpiers . As Patricia Stubbs 

analyses: 

We then see that it is not Felice who is exploiting Fitzpiers, but Fitzpiers who is using 

her. She is the one who suffers most, especially after she becomes his mistres. 

Hardy is unusually explicit on this point (When he has Grace exclaim, 'He's had you! 

{P 250) there can be no doubt in anyone's mind what the relationship between Felice 

and Fitzpiers actually is.) This revelation comes in a conversation between the two 

women. But in spite of the shock it initially gives Grace, they can still establish an 

alliance based on their knowledge that they are both victims of male selfishness 

(Stubbs: 1979, 78). 

As Grace becomes aware of Fitzpier's relationship with Mrs. Charmond 

her old feelings for Giles surges back in her mind. Grace finds: 

He looked and smelt lil<e Autumn's very brother, his face being sun-burnt to wheat -

colour, his eyes blue as corn-flowers, his sleeves and leggings dyed with fruit - stains, 

his hands clammy with the sweet juice of apples, his hat sprinkled with pips, apd 

everywhere about him that atmosphere of cider which at its first return each season 

has such an indescribable fascination for those who have been born and bred among 

the orchards. Her heart rose from its late sadness like a released bough; her senses 

revelled in the. sudden lapse back to Nature unadorned. The consciousness of having 

to be gentee! because of her husband's profession the veneer of artificiality which she 

had acquired at the fashionable schools, were thrown off, and she became the crude 

country girl of her latent early instincts (WL,213). 

The passage points to the fact of conflict in Grace's mind over Nature 

and Culture. What is stressed in the paragraph is that the artificial education 

has distorted Grace's mind. Wanting to free herself from the influence of 

artificial education Grace wants to renew her old self by initiating relationship 

with Giles. Giles is a symbol of man's return to Nature. A wall of separation 

was erected by her fancy education and artificial class obsession of her 

father. Her meeting with Giles signifies her return to her natural self. Her 

repressed self 'rose from its late sadness like a released bough' 

(WL213).GJIes represents to her 'indiluted manliness'. The narrator traces in 

her face, 'revolt for the nonce against social law, her passionate desire for 

primitive life may be showed in her face' (WL, 214). Grace's yearings for 
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Nature neglecting her veneer of artificial education focuses on the divided 

personality of her. 

Grace is represented with the desire to come out of the oppressive 

marriage codes of the society but the discriminatory marriage laws fails to 

provide any justice to her. Hardy represents Grace as a victim of legal and 

sexual ideology of marriage. As Penny Boumeiha pertinently observes: 

The vehicle of the tragic component in The Woodlanders is.a realist analysis of 

sexual and marital themes and once more it must be said that this is not in itself new 

in Hardy. For the first time, however, it is not marital breakdown (as in The Return of 

the Native) or a mistaken marital commitment to the wrong partner (as in Far From 

the Madding Crowd) that raises that prospect of a tragic outcome, but marital 

commitment per se. It Is the first of Hardy's novels to make use of the fictional 

possibility of divorce, which had become possible in fact some thirty years previously, 

at the time when the novel is set, with the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857(Boumelha 

:1982). 

The inequalities of marriage laws has been bitterly criticised by Hardy 

In this novel and he demonstrates the double - standard of the Divorce Act. 

The narrative focuses on the theme of unhappy marriage and it is under the 

main narrative structure of the novel. In the preface to the 1895 edition of the 

novel Hardy wrote: 

In the present novel, as in one or two others of this series which involve the question 

of matrimonial divergence, the immortal puzzle given the man and woman, how to 

find a basis for their sexual relation is left where it stood; and it is tacitly assumed for 

the purposes of the story that no doubt of the depravity of the erratic heart who feels 

some second person to be better suited to his or her tastes than the one with whom 

he has contracted to live, enters the head of reader or writer for a moment (Preface to 

1895 edition of The WL). 

In an article called 'How shall we solve the marriage problem', Hardy 

argues that, 'marriage should be primarily for the happiness of the parties 

themselves, rather than for any abstract notion of the good for the community. 

As for the existing laws governing marriage he called them 'gratuitous' cause 
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of at least half of the misery of the community and could only account for them 

as the product of 'a barbaric age' and 'gross superstition' (Stubbs: 1979, 60). 

He attacks the indifference of the judiciary for the plight of women bound by 

an oppressive marriage. 

Mr. Melbury lured Grace to accept marriage with licentious Fitzpiers for 

class mobility was disillusioned, and thinks himself resposible for the 

humiliation of his daughter. Mr. Melbury hopes for a divorce. A legal advisor, 

Mr. Beaucock informs Mr. Melbury, "under the New law sir, a new court was 

established last year and under the new statute, twenty and twenty one vie. 

cap. Eight five, unmarrying is as easy as marrying. No more Act of 

Parliament, no longer one law for the rich and another for the poor"(WL 278-

79). Mr. Melbury hopes to amend his wrongs to Giles by letting Grace marry 

him after obtaining divorce from Fitzpiers. He reawakens in Giles's heart the 

hope of obtaining Grace and telis him, "there's a new iaw in the iand. Grace 

can be free quite easily" (TD 79). He related what he had learnt of new legal 

remedy. Hardy informs that the double standard of the judiciary fails to give 

freedom to oppressed Grace. Mr. Melbury returns from London broken 

hearted because he was misinformed about the New Divorce Law. 

The Matrimonial Causes Act which had created a new secular court 

exercised jurisdiction in matrimonial matters hitherto exercised by the 

ecclesiastical court, and its subsequent 1878 amendment which empowered 

magistrates to grant late seperation with maintenance to wives where 

husbands were convicted of assaults, in actual fact, did not provide equality 

under the law, and did not abolish the archaic principle of one law for the rich 

and another for the poor-and women. The new law did abolish the highly 

expensive procedure of gaining by a Private Act of Parliament the granting of 

a divorce, which only the very rich and male spouse could afford. But double 

standard remained, whereas a husband could divorce his wife on the grounds 

of adultery or desertion, she in similar circumstances would have to provide 

the evidence of the following : 'Incestuous adultery, or of bigamy with adultery 

or of Rape or Sodomy or Beastiality or of Adultery coupled with desertion and 

without reasonable excuse, for two years or upwards' (Pearshall:1969, 219) 
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.According to the 1878 amendment, she would have to prove aggravated 

assault'- that would gain a conviction and even then would be entitled only to 

a legal seperation. Hardy vehemently criticises this double standard of the 

judiciary. Mr. Melbury's conviction that he can secure a divorce for his 

daughter Grace on the grounds of his husband's adultery and subsequent 

desertion is based on misinformation and it ultimately brings tragedy upon 

innocent Grace and Giles. Hardy shows that institutional codes of the judiciary 

undermine human values and exploit women. Hardy notes that, the law which 

would apparently bring deserved relief from misery turns out to be potently 

unjust and inadequate. Anticipating her imminent freedom from the 

oppressive bond of marriage, Grace encourages Giles to renew their love 

relationship. The narrator informs, "He rose upon her memory as the fruit-god 

and the wood-god in alternation: sometime leafy and smeared with green 

lichen as she had seen him amongst the sappy boughs of the plantation' 

(WL,286). She desires that the Divorce law would provide her the necessary 

freedom to unite with Giles. She tells Giles, "And perhaps - as I am on the 

verge of freedom ~ I am not right, after all, in thinking there is any harm in 

your kissing me"(WL,299). Giles knew that Grace could not obtain divorce but 

he found it very difficult to resist the temptation of kissing Grace. Giles gave 

her "passionate kiss" (WL,300). When Grace Knew about the divorce she 

believed that her marriage with Fitzplers was irrevocable and she still 

belonged to him. Her emotion for "Winterborne had been rarefied by the 

shock which followed its avowal into an ethereal emotion that had little to do 

with living and doing" (WL, 303). 

Fitzpiers temporary absence forced Grace in "extramural existence of 

the self -constituted nun"(-WL,303). She hoped 'that her husband's absence 

should continue long enough to amount to positive desertion' (WL, 303). 

However, the news of Fitzplers' return to Hintock created a revulsion In 

Grace's mind. Mr. Melbury advises Grace, "to make things with Fitzpiers" 

(WL306) as her position "is neither married nor single"(WL,306). A rebellious 

spirit, however weak in form, may be discerned in Grace when she declares in 

answer to his father's advice of reconciliation with Fitzpiers. "1 don't mind at all 

what comes to me." She tells, "Whose wife I am or whose I am not I do love 
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Giles. ! can't help that and I have gone further with him than I should have 

known exactly how things were' (WL, 302). Grace flees from home and comes 

to Giles and seeks his help to run away. She takes shelter in his hut. Giles 

brings upon himself the tragic death due to his blind submission to Victorian 

prudery. Taking shelter in a leaky hovel for two days and nights exposes his ill 

body to the extreme rains and storm. Grace bounded by Victorian propriety 

tells Giles, 'You know what I feel for you — what I have felt for no other living 

man what I shall never feel for a man again. As I have vouched myself to 

somebody else than you, I cannot be released. I must behave as 1 do behave.. 

Keep that vow I am bound to him by any divine law after what he had done 

but I have promised and I will pay"(WL316). It is only the man made law that 

compelled her to keep her love for Giles under control. She keeps herself 

enclosed within the four walls of the hut representing her 'Daphnean instinct'. 

But when she comes out of the hut giving up her sense of Victorian propriety 

then it is too late. Fearing that Giles is ill because he has lent her his hut, 

while he is sleeping outside. Grace calls him and begs him to return: "Don't 

you want to come in? Are you not wet? Come to me dearest! I don't mind 

what they say or what they think of us anymore" (WL.319). Giles refuses 

Grace's appeal and conceals the fact of his extreme illness from her. The 

narrator informs: 

Her timid morality had, indeed, underrated his chivalry till now, though she knew him 

so well. The purity of his nature, his freedom from the grosser passions, his 

scrupulous delicacy, had never been fully understood by Grace till this strange self-

sacrifice in lonely juxtaposition to her own person was revealed. The perception of it 

added something that was little short of reverence to the deep affection for him of a 

woman who, herself, had more of Artemis than of Aphrodite in her constitution (WL, 

323). 

However, Hardy allows Grace her moment of defiance of Victorian 

convention when she nurses ill Giles. As the narrator informs, "though social 

law has negative forever their opening paradise of the previous June, it was 

not without stoical pride that he accepted the present conjuncture" (WL, 313) 

We are informed that 'All that a tender nurse could do Grace did; and the 

power to express her solicitude in action, unconscious though the sufferer 
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was, brought her mournful satisfaction' (WL, 324). After the tragic death of 

Giles Winterborne we find Grace returns to Fitzpiers. This is incompatible with 

her disillusionment with the marital bond. This contradiction in Grace 

anticipates Sue in Jude the Obscure. Like Sue Grace cannot emotionally 

break away from the ideology of marriage. As Penny Boumeiha observes: 

Her dilemma, caught between Giles Winterborne and Fitzpiers, her repudiation and 

ultimate re-acceptance of the first marital partner, the 'Daphnean instinct' ( P. 310) 

that impels her to flee the returning Fitzpiers and the superficial pieties of her 

readings in the Bible and the prayer book, foreshadow Sue Bridehead's agonised 

hesitations between Jude and Phillotson, her leap from Phillotson's bedroom window 

and her violent espousal of religious orthodoxy : Grace's gentle lapse into a concern 

with propriety rehearses in miniature the desolating 'breakdown' of Sue Bridehead 

(Boumeiha 1982,98-99). 

Hardy ends the novel rather farcically sacrificing the tragic potentiality 

of Grace for highlighting the issues of marriage and sexuality. Grace's lack of 

intensity of passion and desire represents her as passionless and idealized 

image of a Victorian woman. She lacks the tragic stature of Bathsheba, Tess, 

Eustacia or Sue. Hardy on many occasion expressed strong detest for 'doll 

figure' in English fiction. He liked women to be exciting, adventurous and 

resistant to ideological submission and rebellious to patriarchal social 

structure. So Grace did not appeal to his artistic sense and Carl J. Weber in 

an article writes that 'Grace never interested him much; he was provoked with 

her all along, If she would have done a really self-abandoned, unpassioned 

thing (gone off with Giles) he would have made a tragic ending to the book but 

she was too commonplace and straitlaced and he could not make her' 

(Weber: 1939,332). 

Grace's reconciliation with Fitzpiers made IVlr Melbury sceptical about 

their union. Their re-union does not raise any hope regarding the future of 

their relationships."Well - he's her husband, "Melbury said to himself, "and let 

her take him back to her bed if she will! ... But let her bear in mind that the 

woman walks and laughs somewhere at this very moment whose neck he'll 

be cooling next year as he does hers to-night; and as he did Felice 
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Charmond's last year ; and Suke Damson's the year afore ! ... It's a forlorn 

hope for her; and God knows how it will end !" (WL, 376). 

Hardy expresses his scepticism about the Grace - Fitzpiers relationship 

through the mouth of l\yir. Melbury. Hardy going against his artistic canon gave 

the closure of the novel an apparently happy ending. Hardy knew that it is a 

false representation. "Getting married and living happily ever after" remained 

for Hardy an undesirable, narrative convention.Under the guise of 

reconciliation Hardy presents anomalies of marriage and sexual relationships 

that hardly paints a rosy picture of conjugal relation. As the hollow turner 

remarks: "She's got him quite tame. But how long 'twill last I can't say" 

(WL378). 

Hardy by the side of Grace depicts a woman who had the potentialities 

of occupying the place of central woman character in the novel. She attracts 

readers attention by her rustic innocence, dogged faithfulness, and silent love. 

She is a symbol of endurance, innocence and love. Marty South represents 

rural innocence while Mrs. Felice Charmond and Mr. Fitzpiers represent 

rootless modernity. Hardy represents her as asexual, almost a disembodied 

creature with spirit of self - abnegation and self - renunciation. 

We first encounter Marty when barber Percomb comes to her to 

purchase her lock of hair to adorn the head of Mrs. Felice Charmond. Marty 

stubbornly resists temptation of money in exchage for her lock of hair. But this 

honest woman was ultimately forced to sell her lock of hair due to poverty. 

Hardy stresses in this scene her economic vulnerability. She heroically fights 

her poverty by making spar gads for Mr. Melbury and works as a tree planter. 

She loves Giles unilaterally. But her love for Giles remains unreciprocated due 

to her inferior social status. Supressing her love for Giles and never giving 

vent to her feelings when she comes to know the proposed alliance between 

Grace and Giles, she accepts it with stoical resignation. Like Giles she is also 

a child of nature and represents eternal rural values and symbolises the union 

of man with nature. As the narrator observes: 'Marty South alone of all the 

women in Hintock and the world had approximated to Winterborne's level of 
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intelligent intercourse with Nature" (WL, 340). Both Giles and Marty "had been 

possessed of its finer mysteries as a common place knowledge, had been 

able to read its hieroglyphs as ordinary writing" (WL, 341). The author shows 

the cruel exploitation of Marty as she was forced to sell her lock of hair for a 

few shillings. But her heroic stature is shown by Hardy. With the death of John 

South, Marty's father, she was rendered homeless by Mrs. Charmond. But 

she did not stoop to Mrs. Charmond as she heroically fights her poverty. 

Marty acts as a guardian of morality by a writing a letter to Mr. Fitzpiers to the 

effect that Mrs. Charmond is merely a crow decked out in borrowed plume. 

This letter has a far-reaching effect in the novel. When Fitzpiers came to know 

the truth about Felice Charmond's false hair it occasions a rupture between 

them and leads to Fitzpier's return to England and Giles's heroic self-sacrifice 

and it ultimately makes way for union with Grace. Marty did this out of her 

sisterly love for Grace. At the end of the novel we see Marty and Grace 

attends the tomb of Giles Winterborne. At last Grace is reconciled with 

Fitzpiers and is re-united with him. But Marty alone attends Giles's tomb. Her 

love does not change with the change of time. She loves Giles beyond death. 

Her love does not know the boundary of life and death. The silent and 

unostentatious devotion of Marty moves us and her lament gets a poetic 

stature. As the narrator observes: 

As this solitary and silent girl stood there in the moonlight, a straight slim figure, 

clothed in plaitless gown, the contours or womanhood so undeveloped as to be 

scarcely perceptible in her, the marks of poverty and toil effaced by the misty hour, 

she touched sublimity at points, and looked almost like a being who had rejected with 

Indifference the attribute of sex for the loftier quality of abstract humanism. She 

stooped down and cleared away the withered flowers that Grace and herself had laid 

there the previous week, and put her fresh ones in their place. 

"Now, my own own love," she whispered, "you are mine and only mine; for she has 

forgot, 'ee at last; although for her you died. But I - whenever I get up I'll think of ee, 

and whenever I lie down I'll think of 'ee again. Whenever 1 plant the young larches I'll 

think that none can plant as you planted; and whenever I split a gad, and whenever I 

turn the cider wring I'll say none could do it like you. If ever I forget your name let me 

forget home and heaven.... But no, no,my love, 1 never can forget' ee ; for you was a 

good man, and did good things!" (WL, 379 - 80). 
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The novel begins with IVlarty South and ends with her. Hardy has 

shown IVlarty South's potentialities and possibilities to be the central character 

of the novel. She is a woman with an integrated mind which the forces of 

corruption could not defeat. Marty South's portrayal has recelvd critical 

acclaim since the publication of the novel. Albert J. Guerard places Marty 

South along with Tess as 'Two pure women' and he regards that the 'solid 

worth and fidelity of this 'unselfish'child of the soil goes largely unappreciated' 

(Guerard: 1949, 142). The reviewer of the Athenaeum writes about Marty as 

'the really heroic woman In way the sweetest figure that Mr. Hardy as ever 

drawn" (Cox:1970, 142) Patricia Stubbs in her book Women and Fiction : 

Feminism and the novel writes about her that' Marty too, in her determined 

faithfulness to Giles's memory, becomes a purely symbolic figure - the 

eternally faithful maiden who stands always by the tomb of the dead knight' 

(Stubbs 1979, 86). But we find that Marty has failed to occupy a centrality in 

the novel she deserved. This is puzzling. 

Hardy shows Grace as conforming and submissive to the different 

ideological pressures of the society. She does not share the rebellious spirit of 

Eustacia or Tess or the assertiveness of Bathsheba. Her representation 

somewhat approximates to the 'New Woman' in her attitude to marriage 

morality and sexuality. In Hardy's novel women revolt in order to attened to 

attain happiness and fulfilment. Grace cannot come out of the mariage laws 

like Sue, and she is powerless against the marriage ideology of the society. 

She has the will to come out of the bond but the double standard of the 

judiciary does not grant her her cherished freedom. Hardy shows this aspect 

of the oppressive law that victimises her. She finds that her relationship with 

Giles cannot be materialized in terms of the prevalent institution of marriage 

and she is forced to compromise with the inconstant Fitzpiers. If the novel 

had ended with the death of Giles, Grace not compromise with Fitzpiers then 

the novel would have been a purely tragic one. Hardy expresses his 

dissatisfaction with Grace's reconciliation with Fitzpiers. The underlying tone 

of the novel is not of happiness or joy but of frustration and defeat and we can 

identfy it as Hardy's voice. Hardy irronically shows Grace's compromising 

attitude to demonstrate her victimisation. She is treated by her closest 
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relatives not as a human being but as a commodity. Hardy shows how a 

woman is confronted with the conventional values of the society. She must 

accept death or she must compromise with the social values. In the next novel 

Tess comes openly in clash with the given values and accepts death. She 

remained uncompromising with the society's notion of purity and double-

standard of morality till her death. 


