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“My dear — a raw country girl, such as you be,
Cannot quite expect that. You ain't ruined,” said she
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George Crabbe’s Microscopic Detail, John Ruskin’s
Gothic Stonework and Thomas Hardy’s Decorative Touch

Neil Addison

Thomas Hardy’s lens often focuses upon the suboptimal world, drawing our attention to
vegetation and growths that may normally lie unobserved. His detailed descriptions of plants and
flowers are evidenced in his earliest known poem “Domicilium” collected in The Life and Work of
Thomas Hardy. Here he brings his cottage at Upper Bockhampton to life through attentiveness to
the flora that surrounds it. In doing so, Hardy lists different forms of vegetation such as “herbs and
esculents” (10) and describes how “Wild honeysucks / Climb on the walls” (3-4). This attention to
natural phenomena connects his work to the eighteenth-century poet George Crabbe who, in works
such as The Borough (1810), was known for his detailed descriptions of mosses and lichens. And it
further reflects how Gothic carvings of growths and plants are meticulously described by John
Ruskin in works such as The Stones of Venice (1851-53). Hardy’s attention to natural detail also
reflects his training as an architectural apprentice and his interest in Gothic stonework designs.
Hence his literary descriptions transcend mere realism, as he decoratively adapts the kinds of images
described by Crabbe and Ruskin. In doing so, Hardy traces vivid patterns in his novels and poetry,
enlivening scenes with natural illustration.

Hardy greatly admired the poetry of George Crabbe, visiting Aldeburgh in September 1905 for
the 150th anniversary of his birth (Life 351). Hardy claimed that he had learnt his earliest realism
from Crabbe (Thomas Hardy's Public Voice 226), and this influence appears evident in 7ess of the
D’Urbervilles (1891), which contains several narrative similarities to Crabbe’s “The Maid’s Story”
from Tales of the Hall (1819). But Hardy’s descriptions of vegetation also draw upon Crabbe’s
treatment of natural detail. In an entry of The Life, dated October 17, 1896, Hardy praised the “novel,
good, microscopic touch” of George Crabbe, such as his ability to describe “the colour of the lichens”
(302). This is a reference to a particular passage from Crabbe’s The Borough Book II. The Church,
in which Crabbe describes with microscopic detail the lichens growing upon the church wall. Crabbe
had trained as a surgeon, and became a country clergyman, and in his keen-eyed surgical
descriptions of the borough church there is a synergy between these two aspects of his background.
In The Church the lichen functions as a tempering agent, alleviating the solemn grey gloom of the

construction:

For time has soften’d what was harsh when new,
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And now the stains are all of sober hue;

The living stains which Nature’s hand alone,

Profuse of life, pours forth upon the stone;

For ever growing; where the common eye

Can but the bare and rocky bed descry; (lines 41-46)

These lichens evade “the common eye,” and can only alleviate the harshness of such buildings
for those who, like Crabbe and Hardy, look carefully. What is most striking, however, is how his
natural “living stains” and man-made constructions are juxtaposed, the building being softened by
the living vitality of the growths.

Crabbe’s focus upon these natural and man-made contrasts also reflects an important decorative
aspect of Gothic church architecture, where the shapes of indigenous wild plants and growths were
used as artistic motives to embellish and soften plain stone walls and ceilings. The nineteenth-
century Gothic restorative period similarly sought to follow this decorative approach and directly
shaped Hardy’s architectural training. As a young man Hardy was indentured as an apprentice to the
Dorchester architect John Hicks. Later, while working for Sir Arthur Blomfield in London in the
early 1860s, Hardy began to study the French Gothic style, crediting his employer with introducing
him to Gothic “traceries and mouldings” (Thomas Hardy's Public Voice 351). One of the key
intellectual figures of the Gothic restoration was John Ruskin, and in 1862 Hardy read Ruskin’s
Modern Painters Volume I (The Collected Letters of Thomas Hardy: Volume I 1), while his literary
notebooks cite various quotations from the collected Modern Painters recorded around 1886-7 (The
Literary Notebooks of Thomas Hardy Volume 1 38). In Volume V (1860), Ruskin celebrated the
“endless imagery” of lichens and mosses, detailing how “the silver lichen-spots rest, star-like, on
the stone; and the gathering orange stain upon the edge of yonder western peak reflects the sunsets
of a thousand years” (112). In The Stones of Venice (1853) which Hardy likely read at around the
same time as MP, Ruskin argued that “Naturalism” (169) was one of the key aspects of Gothic
architecture, believing, like Crabbe, that natural objects softened such structures. Unlike Crabbe,
Ruskin’s vegetation was decoratively carved from stone, but he argued that “The affectionate
observation of the grace and the outward character of vegetation is the sure sign of a more tranquil
and gentle existence” (173).

This interconnected relationship between Gothic stonework and natural detail is displayed in
Hardy’s decorative sketches. From 1867 Hardy returned to Dorset and worked for Hicks’ successor,
George R. Crickmay, becoming engaged in the restoration of an early English church, St Mary, at
Turnworth, Dorset. Robert Gittings notes that Hardy was given a great deal of freedom while placed
in charge of the details and that his designs involved “delicate traceries of birds, fruits, and flowers
in the French Early Gothic style” (Gittings 115). Examples of Hardy’s church decorative designs
are found in his Architectural Notebook which is likely attributable to the period when he was under
Crickmay’s employ at Turnworth. Amongst these sketches page 65 contains the traceries of several
wild growths likely meant as decorative motifs for St Mary church. Rather pointedly, Hardy has

written the words “lichens” and “mosses” directly alongside these church illustrations on this page



(The Architectural Notebook of Thomas Hardy 65). 1t is quite possible that Hardy had read Crabbe’s
The Borough by this point in his development, and very likely that he had read Ruskin’s writings on
both the Gothic and indeed lichens and mosses.

While Hardy’s architectural sketches chiefly reflect the influence of Hicks, Blomfield and
Crickmay, by placing these figures together with Crabbe and Ruskin, they can be seen to collectively
influence Hardy’s detailed use of lichens and mosses as a decorative agent in his writings. He
referred to this aspect of his literature as “the Gothic art-principle in which he had been trained —
the principle of spontaneity, found in mouldings, tracery and such like” (Life 323). And there are
numerous examples where he draws upon the image of such natural growths not just to realistically
convey scenes but to decoratively soften descriptions of people and places. In The Woodlanders
(1887), for example, the unhappily married Grace Melbury remembers the forester Giles
Winterbourne with affection as “the fruit god and the wood-god in alteration; sometimes leafy, and
smeared with green lichen, as she had seen him amongst the sappy boughs” (278). In Far From the
Madding Crowd (1874), the inviting, homely warmth of Warren’s Malthouse is accentuated by the
old surrounding wall covered in ivy, and the description of the aged maltster abiding within as
having “beard overgrowing his gnarled figure like the grey moss and lichen upon a leafless apple-
tree” (46-47).

Such bright aspects are also reversed in Hardy’s writings by the deliberate absence of such
imagery. In “During Wind and Rain,” published in Moments of Vision (1917), and possibly
composed in remembrance of his late wife Emma Gifford, Hardy emphasizes the inevitable effect
of time upon “men and maidens” (16). Here, the poem’s lively scenes of joie de vivre ultimately
conclude with the foreboding image of a gravestone. While Hardy’s original manuscript ended with
the line “On their chiselled names the lichen grows” (The Complete Poetical Works of Thomas
Hardy Volume II 240), he later revised it to read “Down their carved names the rain-drop ploughs”
(28). The substitution of “rain-drop” for “lichen” and “ploughs” for “grows” creates a much starker
tone. In the original reading, Hardy evokes the image of the departed slowly fading into background
by using natural detail. But the revised line creates a more violent tone in which the dead are washed
away into oblivion. Further, in 4 Pair of Blue Eyes (1873), Henry Knight’s life-threating plight upon
“the Cliff without a Name” (195) is enhanced by the bleakness of the “black precipices,” with a
“paucity of tufts of grass, lichens, or confervae on their outermost edges” (199). In such examples,
Hardy employs natural growths as reassuring symbols of life, offering relief from the ultimate
emptiness of existence. In contrast, the absence of such natural imagery accentuates an atmosphere
of lifelessness.

Crabbe and Ruskin’s celebration of natural detail, combined with Hardy’s own decorative training,
is further reflected in his poem “Architectural Masks” which was published in Poems of the Past
and the Present (1901). Here, Hardy illustrates how natural decoration can lend structures a
distinguished air, as his poetic speaker announces “The philosophic passers say, / ‘See that old
mansion mossed and fair, / Poetic souls therein are they” (11-13). The poem ironically reveals,
however, that the inhabitants “Have souls that know but sordid calls” (4). Elsewhere Hardy employs

such vegetative details to signify the passing of time, and to accentuate nostalgic experiences. In



“To a Well-Named Dwelling,” published in Late Lyrics and Earlier (1922), Hardy warmly

remembers an unidentified structure:

Glad old house of lichened stonework,
What I owed you in my lone work,
Noon and night!
Whensoever faint or ailing,
Letting go my grasp and failing,
You lent light. (The Complete Poetical Works of Thomas Hardy Volume II lines 1-6)

Hardy’s initial line in the first stanza reflects Crabbe and Ruskin’s passages on the juxtaposition
between lichens and stone. Further, the stanza appears to draw upon Christian imagery as the
structure is described as having restored and revivified the “ailing” resolve of the speaker. The
“stonework” and rejuvenating “light,” reminds us of the type of church described by Crabbe or
Ruskin, or restored by Hardy himself when working as an architect.

The use of lichen here is particularly interesting if compared with Hardy’s first poem
“Domicilium” where “Wild honeysucks / Climb on the walls, and seem to sprout a wish” (Life 3-4).
The honeysucks, juxtaposed with the descriptions of abundant blooming flowers, emphasize the
wild vitality of the location and the speaker’s youthful perspective. The much later “To a Well-
Named Dwelling” instead describes vegetative growths that reflect the advanced age of the structure
and the poet, who glances backwards with fond remembrance. While the time perspectives and
means of expression are different, in both cases, the use of natural imagery symbolizes Hardy’s
sense of nostalgia.

In Hardy’s novels and poetic works, natural imagery is conveyed delicately but also decoratively,
lightening descriptions of people and places. Hardy’s delicate use of vegetation, and its juxtaposition
with lifeless imagery such as “stonework” is indicative of the lichens on Crabbe’s church walls,
Ruskin’s Gothic stonework, and Hardy’s own designs for St Mary, Turnworth. Hardy’s scenes and
events are thrown into relief by his descriptions of lichen and various natural elements, and this
helps to soften his works, illustrating how his treatment of vegetative detail can decoratively enliven

his depictions of people and places.
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