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It is common to speak of Thomas Hardy as a "pessimist".
It is not a deseription he himself accepted., One ray well go
further and say that for anyone who is concerned with the
spectacle of life the term “"pessimism" is as much out of place
a8 the term "optimism®, The person whe balieves that everything
in the world is for the best can only have known one hemisphere
of it and only have felt half of what it offers; he is?maiﬂed
and defective being who has never in any complete sense lived.
And similarly the pemenn who believes tuat everything in the
world is for the worst possesses an equally one-sided vision,
and an equal semi-ignorance of the expericneces it has to offer.
1;3 anyone indeed who has ever really caught a glimpse of the
infinitely varied univer se of experience in which we live it

may well seem silly even to apply to it such demoded metaphy=-

" e I e M
siaal terms ap "optimism® anﬂ%gealmlsm“. As a distinguished

French ecritic has lately remarked s"Humanity does not give
birth in joy. Even the novelists most oPtimitic in their
philosophy, like André Gide, have written bitter things. The
great masterpieces of fiction reach us effaced by time and

4

commentaries, but think of the corrosive acid that poisoned

on their first appearance Les Ligisons Dangereuges or Le Rouge

-

et Le Noir,., Nothing more atrociously desperate than The 1ill on

#
the Floss, or Le Cousin Pons or The Possessed. Jaloux is nere

refurrk}nﬂ to the charge of “pessimism® brought against the
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2
novels of Julien Green, but he might have been speaking of Hardy
or even of Shakespeare, For Shakespeare no more become a pessimist

by virtue of Lear than an optimist by virtue of Midsummer Nighte

Dream, The artist 1ifts us into a region where these mataphysical

distinctions are meaningless, and we may well feel sorry for the

gimple folk who can turn from the radiant exhilaration of Hardy's

art and mutter "Pessimistli"

It is another matter to say that life is a tragedy and
a comedy, and, often enough, both together, There is an inescapa-
ble logie of sequences in it, and there is a wild absurdity;
there is anguish and there is joy; there is, in the end, the
serene contemplation of the whole in which all the varied elements
fall into place. That is how those who approach life naturally =
that is to say unobsessed by philosophical dogmas < inevitably
feel .whether or not they happen to be artisge: as a tragedy,
and also at time a farce, a source of delight, sometimes of horror,
even, sometimes, of irony, in short, as Dante phrased it, a
wiivine comedy®. Life has indeed ealways been so for the natural
man, from whatever Adam and Eve you choose to trace him,

1t was so that life was for Hardy. He interested hime-
self a little in philosophy, and more in art, and as the years
weat on he interested himself in fiction as an art, and hisg own
in particular, and even wrote suggestively about it. But, whether
or not he was & great artist, he was not & philosopher. He was
a natursl and simple man as free from the preyentiousness of
vhigh art" as from any other pretence, so modest and human as to

feel hurt by the clamour of fools around his Jude the Obgcure.
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Hardy was not a child of culture nor even one sometimes thinks

s well-trained workman in literature. He had never been subjec~-
ted to asny discipline, scarcely, in so far as one can sSee, even
in architecture; his education was mainly the outgome of a ramdom,
inquisitive, mimcc?liﬁﬂeous reading,and the love letters he wrote
in youth to the dictation of the unschooled peasant girls | like
Richerdson and like Restif de la Bretonne) may well have been as
important a part of it as any reading, His stories lapse at times
into extravaggsues: or absurdity. His style, exquisite at moments,
is often (though this may be Jjustified by his belief that *a
1iving style lies in not having too much style - being in Tact

a little careless") weak, feeble, careless., It is geniae that
carries him through, And it is of his possession he seemed the
mostly uneidnpsious.

His modest quiet smiling simplicity was the dominant
impression the man made, at all events in earlier days, when one
met him, I only knew him slightly - & few meetings, an occasional
letter = and my most vivid memery detes from & long aftsrnoon
gpent alone with him as far awiy as 30me forty years, before he
had become femous. (I had not long before, in the Vestminster
Review for April 83, published an article on his novels which
was one of the earliest serious appreaiations of his work and my
own earliest long essay). Yet even so brief a meeting may
guffice to furnish a key to a writerts work, and to reveal
quality of the atmosphere in whieh that work moves.

The tragy-comedy of life, its joy and its pain, most often
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have their poignant edge at the point of sex. That is especially
so when we are concerned with a highly sensitive, alert, rabher
abnormal child of Nature, with the temperament of genius, Juch

we in part know, in part divine, that Hardy was, though always
reticent about any auto-biographical traits in his novels. Every
reader of lrs Hardy's ﬁgg;g;g;&g_gg_Eggmggwggggg has noted the
statement that "a clue to mueh in his charaster and actiwns
throughout his life is afforded by his lateneas of development

in wvirility, while mentally precocious. He himself said humour-
ougly in later iifies that he was a child till he was Simteen, a
youth till he was five-am -twenty, and a young man till he was
nearly fifty." The statement may be vague but it ckidarly indicates
an element of abnormality such as we are apt to find in genius; =
gome such element is indeed an inevitable coneconitant of the spe=
cial sensitiveness and new vision of genius, - the new vision of
things seen at an angle slightly, yet significantly, jifferent

from that at which the average man is placed, For genius feels the

things we all feel‘ but feels them with & virginal freshness of

sensation, a new pungency or a new poignancy, even the gimplest
things, the rustling of the wind in the trees or over the heathex
which becomes, since Hardy has revealed them to us, an expef&tnce
we had never before known,

Tt ig in the problems of the relations of men and
that, as we might expect, these qualities of Hardy's spe
genius reach their full expression., That gannot fail to have

veen obgerved by all those who have discussed his work in fiction,
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. ]
ut I doubt if it hae ever bLeéen 80 thoro

discussed as in Le Couple iu ain dans 1'Oeuvre de Thousp ardy

Veldierre d'xideuil recently published in faris snd here  resen-

to the nglish reader. Vothing of this critic's work nad come
)

my notice vefore I read Le Couple Hummin, &nJE do not duite

lerstand by what path he reached Hardy, lioweveyr tuat nay nave N

it is clear that .d'"xideuil kag geined & fairly complete
Lery of his subjeet and & comsiderable sequaintence with the
writings of earlier oritics in the same field, e is the

L)

3

t writer to investigate Hardy's Art in relation to tie Bexua
theme at ite centre, It is worth noting that this task falls to
a fellow countyy nen of Stemdabl and of iroust, and 80 nany fine
analyste of love, The "mglish eritic still Rlwvaye re.pins ratier
ghy and awkward, & little Juratinical, in fromt of the probleus

of sexe 7 : lingers in hinm a medieval feeling
gimply end seriously with eex is unuhiolepome,

gn impulee either to moralise op to display

fulness vwhich sadly

all of us, are
encounterein life,
characters are largely

that Hardy
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G
blood,) ¥.d'"xideuil is denling
is Tollowing & long line of his

He follows them whrthily, nc

the c'fgu. ents set for

one oy another may uninte
budiness of the mnalytic oritic to trece out the under=
lying tendencies, the moye oy less unconscious ideas, held bencath
and within the work of art he
give the inyression that the artist hiveelf dcliberately
nis work on the foundation of these tendenciesyend intente-
ionally used the ideap as the fromework of his structure,
not 03 and certainly not po for an ertist se 8 {h“a gous
ward as Hardy, who used ideas end theories, by after thoug
illugtration ey decorations of his stories, but not
work, The artist, we nust »emmmeuwy never forget,
who looke et life through the medium of a
is able to degoribe whet its looks like
ertist himself may not know what its looks like,
once wrote to me :1Ythey (novelists
the wen ineide the hobby=horee at I Christuas mesque and have no
conpciousness of the absurdity of
spectator's cyes.” It wae not “.L{tu gny absurdity

L]
of his work that he wee criti?ping but rather an apy

which he modestly said: "peems in ny cape to create tlie beautiee

it thinks it sexrceives®
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%
patiently observes language and fimde that certein rulce
hold good, inm gemeral, for ite use., But the rules he evolvesn
from observation of the common uges of languege sre not yresent
to the minds of those who invented snd

ne after, not beforep,its creation, And

- . g 3 . i
find 1 the y:av&li:;:is/;zrt, Aowever justly nay

neral methode of that art, werc mot yresent to the srtist's
pindy they come after, not before, the creation of thst art,
ust bear that in nind shen My d'Exideuil so lucidly expounds
to us vhat he finds in Hardy's novels,
All those who heve ever teken & real interest ia llardy'e
7 this intinate study of what camnot but be r{;v'a:t‘-ded
a8 one of the most significant as ecgs of that work, Jut even

those readers uwho teke no syecial interest in Hardy's novels

x

taae is profitabls here, For here we are concern-

ed with t.Ae central situations of life, stated in terus of fictione-
al crc&t.wna but none the less situations vhich most of ue have
had to deal with, The msn whose laydy bringe before ug heve somew
tizes been eoriticised as rather pale snd featureless in charagter.
years 2g0 I recerked that men of the Vdlhelm “eister and
¢l Duranda cless were his favourite herves, He wrote im »¢
hink you are only saying in enother way that these men are
the modern nan « the type to which the ot mase of educated

modern menm of ordinary capecity are sspimilating more or less.”

ivedently it was not on the same plene that he
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