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J. B. Bullen, “Hardy's Tess of the d Urbervilles : myth, music and painting”

The sense of place was hugely important to Hardy, and he could only write well out of places
he knew. He was not, however, a realist or topographical novelist. Instead he selected specific
locations and transformed them through the lens of narrative, myth, painting and music. So
he was what might be called a ‘transformative’ novelist. When Hardy wrote Zess of the d’
Urbervilles he was fascinated by recent ideas in anthropology and the growing science of
Victorian mythography both of which attempted to interpret Christianity in terms of the
archetypes of world religions and developments out of primitive religious beliefs. Many of
these beliefs Hardy found still alive in his native Dorset, so at the heart of the novel the story
circulates around four Dorset locations - four locations that correspond with discreet phases
of Tess's life. But bare ideas did not make a novel, and in order to make his reader feel and
see Hardy turned to the world of art. He had had an interest in the visual arts ever since he
trained as an architectural draughtsman, but just before writing Tess he became passionately
interested in the paintings of one of Britain's finest artists J. W. M. Turner. Turner specialised
in landscapes of a visionary kind and in his work Hardy created a resonance with his own
treatment of landscape in the novels.

The talk began by pointing out the ways in which Hardy examined the topography of Zess
of the d'Urbervilles in conjunction with a present from his friend Edward Clodd of Frazer's
Golden Bough (1890). This famous study opens with Frazer linking his own mythographical
activities with the painting of Turner. In the late 1880s Hardy's passion for Turner was fuelled
by a large retrospective exhibition at the Royal Academy in London, and it is possible that the
early scenes of ‘club walking at Marlott draw on a combination of Hardy's love of Turner's
Golden Bough and his reading in anthropological literature like that of Clodd’s. Above all these
early episodes announce one of the overarching themes of the novel-the connection between
the human life cycle and the trajectory of the sun in the sky exemplified in ancient solar
religions.

The next phase of Tess's life in Chaseborough and “The Slopes’ also has associations with
Turner’s painting. Hardy likens the important peasant-dancing scene in the hay trusser’'s barn
to a pagan orgy with strong overtones from the legend of Bacchus and Ariadne. Not only does
the lighting reflect very precisely what Hardy wrote about Turner, the situation between
Tess and Alec d'Urberville has distinct parallels with the legend of Ariadne discovered by
Bacchus on Naxos.

With Tess's return to Marlott the solarism of the novel rises into greater prominence. Hardy
indentifies the August sunrise with the solar deity Apollo, together with hints that he is both a
healing and destructive god. Mythographers like Max Miiller in Comparative Mythology (1856)
and George Cox in An Introduction to Mythology wrote of how solarism lay at the root of
many ancient religions, and they identified sunrise and sunset, the passage of the sun through
the sky with the beginnings, development and extinction of human love. Love awaits Tess
in the Valley of the Frome where she goes after the death of her child by Alec d’ Urberville.
Deciding to make a fresh start in her life, she chooses the beginning of the solar year-Spring
time - to make her journey to what she hopes will be a Promised Land. Dawn, associated with

the beginning of love, is the time of day that her intimacy with Angel Clare begins. Christian



and pagan imagery mingle in the Turnerian misty light of the water meadows, and it is in the
meadows around the Talbothays that the couple begin to fall in love. This affection is marked
by moments of particular intensity. One of these is an episode on an evening in June when
Angel takes his harp to play in the open air. Tess approaches through the wild garden and is
mesmerised by his performance. The scene conjures parallels with the orgy in Chaseborough.
In both of them music plays a prominent role, and in both the fertilizing power of pollen is
invoked as a stimulant to sexual excitement. But what in Chaseborough was figured as a
Dionysian event now has Apollonian overtones. Apollo, like Angel Clare, was a harp-player
and herdsman, but what Tess fails to notice is that, unlike the original deity, Angel is a weak
counterpart: one who plays a second-hand harp and whose performance is, in any case, a weak
one. Nevertheless as the summer comes on, and the sun increases in its power, the sexual
attraction between the couple reaches a fever pitch. Tess now begins to worship Angel, as
men once worshipped the god Apollo, and her pleasure in Angel reaches its zenith when the
couple agree to marry. Once again the pagan and the Christian are linked by Hardy when
on Tess's wedding day her view of Angel is likened to St John's vision of the Angel of God
in the Book of Revelation. Not far from Hardy's mind must have been Turner’s brilliant and
mystical representation of this vision in a picture that he knew well from his visits to the
National Gallery. Yet the wedding day has solar implications of which neither Angel nor Tess
are aware. It is the last day of the year. The solar year is nearly over, and the sinking sun
is losing its power. This nadir is registered in their honeymoon night at Wellbridge. Angel
Clare's weak conservatism and his unthinking subscription to Victorian moral orthodoxies
force him to reject his new wife. As nineteenth-century mythographers pointed out, the
death of the year and the loss of the sun was the equivalent of the extinction of human love
so Angel leaves Tess, and like the sun itself, flies away westward to a new life in Brazil. Tess,
meanwhile, takes up residence in Flintcombe-Ash, a ‘starve acre’ place. It is winter; the land
is cold, treeless and exposed. The sun disappears from the text of the novel just as Angel has
left the narrative. The subsequent events of the story are well known, and in the fullness of
time Angel returns to England to seek Tess out, only to find that she is now living with Alec
as his mistress. In order to escape she murders him, and joining Angel the couple make a
headlong dash across the countryside in a vain attempt to avoid arrest. In the darkness of the
hours of the early morning they find themselves at Stonehenge on Salisbury Plain, and once
again both music and the solar pattern re-assert themselves. Angel remarks that the sound
of the wind blowing though the stones of the great monument resemble the notes of a harp,
conjuring up other musical episodes in the novel. Solarism, however, is powerfully prominent
in the moment that Tess lies on the stone of sacrifice waiting for the sun to rise-a gesture
that anticipates her own imminent execution. Turner painted Stonehenge on a number
of occasions, and Hardy had recently seen one of those versions on the walls of the Royal
Academy in 1889.

The whole event is unusual in Hardy's work in its ritualistic gestures, emotional stylisation
and references to music that it seems to bear a close resemblance to melodrama and even
opera. In fact it might be possible to identify the very opera Hardy had in mind for this scene
since in the 1880s he had been attending performances of the work of Richard Wagner. Parts

of Wagner's opera Die Valkiire had been played in London, and most frequently one of the



final moments in which Wotan bids farewell to Briinhilde. In the opera, Wotan's beloved
Brinhilde has violated the laws of the Gods, and she has to pay the price in her eternal
separation from him. In the novel, Angel's beloved, Tess, has violated the laws of the state
and similarly has to pay the price of eternal separation. In both cases, Wotan and Angel lay
Briinhilde and Tess respectively on an altar for their final farewell.

Tess of the d Urbervilles draws powerfully on the anthropology of solarism in the way it
aligns the trajectory of the love of Angel Clare and Tess with the dawn, noontide and sunset,
and with the waxing and waning of the power of the sun in the course of the solar year. For
its visual effects it repeatedly creates reminisces of paintings by Hardy's favourite British
artist J.W.M. Turner, and at its climax invokes an opera by Richard Wagner. These two great
artists were linked in Hardy's mind. In 1906 he said that he preferred late Wagner as he
preferred late Turner'. Tess of the d Urbervilles is also one of Hardy's late works, and can be

seen to take its place as a work of European genius beside that of Wagner and Turner.
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