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Annotated bibliography - Tess of the D’Urbervilles
Beer, Gillian.  “Finding a scale for the human: plot and writing in Hardy’s novels.” Darwin’s

Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot, and Nineteenth-Century Fiction. 1983. Cambridge: University Press, 2000.  2nd edition.

Beer argues that Hardy places a value on instincts (particularly fear) and senses (touch and hearing), which make one “alert” and “present.”  She re-sees the connection between Hardy and Darwin, not focusing on pessimism or the flaws of natural law, as other critics have, but on an alternative vision of human significance, possibility, and meaning through emotional/physical experience.  Beer reads the heterogeneous language of the scene of Tess and Clare’s engagement (the “appetite for joy” passage); the reader must work through sensory description and strange academic/scientific diction, trying, in a way similar to the estranged yet inexorably paired lovers, to manage isolation and union, distance and understanding, law and sensation.  Beer’s reading provides a refreshing way of managing, via Darwinism & other 19th century science (esp. geology), some of the tensions in Hardy’s novels: pessimism vs. joy, individual vs. indifferent universe, individual vs. ancestors/descendants. 

Cox, R.G., Ed.  Thomas Hardy: The Critical Heritage. New York: Barnes and Noble, 1970.


Collects contemporary reviews of Tess and all of Hardy’s major works.

Gose, Jr., Elliott B.  “Psychic Evolution: Darwinism and Initiation in Tess of the D’Urbervilles”

 
Nineteenth-Century Fiction. Vol. 18, No. 3, December 1963, pp. 261-72.*

Gose finds textual evidence for Hardy’s reading of Darwin and anthropology, possibly Frazer, in his interest in primitive ritual throughout Tess.  Primitive ritual, in 19th Century anthropology, is a way that man attempts to control nature.  Gose reads ritual initiation and ritual sacrifice in several scenes, which is perhaps useful in understanding the blood imagery in Tess (particularly drops of blood).  Gose argues that Tess struggles for psychic evolution, but is forced to revert into retrogressive primitive behavior.  She has a blood seal with Alec, and the sacrifice of him frees her, but necessitates that she be punished with death according to both primitive ancient law and modern social law.

Howe, Irving. Thomas Hardy.  New York: Macmillan, 1967. *

Howe argues that readings of Tess as an allegory for social or rural disintegration are reductive.  He argues that the “center” of Hardy’s achievement is Tess herself, or his feat of gaining the reader’s sympathy for Tess, who via imagination becomes a martyr-like character, in whom Christian charity and pagan freedom are combined; other attractive features of her character: she is redeemed by suffering, seems inviolable, and is instinctual in her movements.  Imagination triumphs over the materiality of her action and experience: her pregnancy, the murder of Alec, and Tess is “one of the great images of human possibility”. Howe argues that Tess, despite Hardy’s agnosticism, promotes Christian “charity” (vs. the rigid “chastity” of Victorian Protestantism).  He also notices Hardy’s deep and genuine sympathy for women (he had a gift for “liking women”) and the importance of the feminine principle (the “maternal, protective, fecund, tender, life-giving”) in his vision of the universe.  He also notices Hardy’s “kindliness” toward his characters; he does not pass harsh judgment.  In contrast to the radiant, earthy Tess, who is “goodness made interesting”, both Alec and Angel have the “incapacity to value splendor of feeling”; Alec is a theatrical villain, Angel is a prig.  Howe also points out that Hardy has a paternalistic relationship toward his heroine, for whom he has tenderness, and wants to protect.  Elsewhere, though, Howe argues that Hardy “seems to be plotting against his own characters” where he resists more natural consequences of plot in order to force, as Monk argues, his view of a malicious or indifferent providence.

Johnson, Lionel.  The Art of Thomas Hardy.  London, 1895; New York, 1928.*  


Johnson’s analysis of Tess retains some of the complaints of the early reviewers against

 Hardy’s over-academic diction and incoherent, inconsistent philosophy, but in his general admiration for Tess, he identifies what will become major issues in the interpretation of the text.  Johnson complains that Hardy does not make clear who is to blame (nature, God, or society), but Hardy’s “incoherence” leads him to an analysis of the novel’s indictment of both natural and social laws.  Without explicitly applying Darwinism or theories of heredity to Tess, Johnson objects to Hardy’s tendencies to deny the power of conscience in man, to underemphasize the weight of human history and civilization, and “to place man upon the level of other animals.”  He also notes Hardy’s characterization of Tess as an animal with a “darkling conscience” whose “unhappy sentiments” are the result of a “vague sense of social misdemeanor, to a wandering drift of superstitious ideas, to a childish misconception of her experience” rather than result of rationality.  Johnson argues that Tess’ fate is determined by her “inherited nature” and that there is no real struggle, no real tragedy since everything is predetermined.  It is interesting (in thinking about Dorothea in MM), that he sees some lost possibility for sainthood in Tess: “like Teresa of the Carmelites, she might have learned to long for suffering or for death. . . as a more joyous denial of joy, than any “appetite for joy”.  And Tess is “good, but not religious-good” (again, we think of Dorothea’s “failure” or humanization).

Kettle, Arnold.  “Introduction to Tess of the D’Urbervilles.” 1966.  Twentieth-century

Interpretations of Tess of the D’Urbervilles. Ed. Albert J. LaValley. New Jersey:

Prentice-Hall, 1969.  

Kettle argues that macrocosmic social and economic forces are the determiners of plot in this novel.  Changes brought about by modernization—the decline of “haggling” with the rise of new methods of goods distribution, and the movement of the population from rural to urban areas—bring hardship upon the Durbeyfields and lead Tess to Alec D’Urberville.  Other useful observations from Kettle: Hardy’s critique of dogmatism through the emotional failure of Angel Clare (contrast to the novel’s social critique & the interest of Marxist critics); his emphasis on geography and history; Tess’ entrapment within material situations; and Hardy’s critique of a society that punishes the pure/innocent Tess (and the parallel to Juliet.)  A Marxist, materialist reading of the novel is in the margins of Kettle’s general introduction. 

Monk, Leland R.  “Blind Chance: Providence and Perspective in Hardy and James.”  Standard

Deviation: Chance and the Modern Novel. Diss. University of California, Berkeley, 1988. 140-157 (This dissertation is available in book form, same title, from Stanford UP, 1993, though I couldn’t get it in time for this presentation.)

The dissertation examines how chance in the late 19th Century novel led to innovations in the modernist novel.  In the introduction, Monk marks an important distinction between chance and fate (chance is eclipsed once “fate” happens), and narration “renders chance as fate”.  In his analysis of Middlemarch, Monk argues that Eliot critiques the “providential” way of understanding events, in contrast to the Dickens novel, which exemplifies the providential tradition (in which coincidence is revealed as part of a benevolent design).  Like Eliot, Hardy critiques a providential view.  He presents an “inverted” providence that is malevolent or indifferent rather than benevolent.  In a sense, Hardy is at odds with the traditions of his medium: he has to use the conventions of Victorian plot against themselves, twisting coincidence as a device, in order to “resist the providential affiliations of that narrative form”.

Further reading on Hardy and Darwinism, & Hardy and class/economic/social issues:

Brown, Douglas. Thomas Hardy. 1954. London, 1961. Revised edition. 

Levine, George. Darwin and the Novelists. Cambridge, 1988.

Robinson, Roger.  “Hardy and Darwin.” Thomas Hardy: The Writer and his Background. Ed.

 
 Norman Page. London: Bell and Hyman, 1980.

Schweik, Robert. “The influence of religion, science, and philosophy in Hardy’s writings.” The 

Cambridge Companion to Thomas Hardy. Ed. Dale Kramer. Cambridge: University Press, 1999.

William, Raymond. “Thomas Hardy.”  The English Novel: From Dickens to Lawrence. New

 
York, 1970.

