Tess of the D’Urbervilles

NATURE EXTRACTS

Read through the following extracts from the novel and discuss the following:
The way in which Hardy uses nature imagery to reflect the emotions and
circumstances of the characters;
The sensual and sexual nature of what is depicted and why Hardy might have
chosen to describe it through the natural environment;
How, even when Tess appears to be content, or even excited, the reader can

tell that unhappiness and tragedy are bound to be the outcome.

The outskirt of the garden in which Tess found herself had been uncultivated for
years, and was now damp and rank with juicy grass which sent up mists of pollen at
a touch; and with tall blooming weeds emitting offensive smells - weeds whose red
and yellow and purple hues formed a polychrome as dazzling as that of cultivated
flowers. She went stealthily as a cat through this profusion of growth, gathering
cuckoo-spittle on her skirts, cracking snails that were underfoot, staining her hands
with thistle-milk and slug-slime, and rubbing off upon her naked arms sticky blights
which, though snow-white on the apple-tree trunks, made madder stains on her skin;

thus she drew quite near to Clare, still unobserved of him.

Tess was conscious of neither time nor space. The exaltation which she had
described as being producible at will by gazing at a star, came now without any
determination of hers; she undulated upon the thin notes of the second-hand harp,
and their harmonies passed like breezes through her, bringing tears into her eyes.
The floating pollen seemed to be his notes made visible, and the dampness of the
garden the weeping of the garden’s sensibility. Though near nightfall, the rank-
smelling weed-flowers glowed as if they would not close for intentness, and the

waves of colour mixed with the waves of sound.

(pages 178-179)
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Amid the oozing fatness and warm ferments of the Var Vale, at a season when the
rush of juices could almost be heard below the hiss of fertilization, it was impossible
that the most fanciful love should not grow passionate. The ready bosoms existing

there were impregnated by their surroundings.

July passed over their heads, and the Thermidorean* weather which came in its
wake seemed an effort on the part of Nature to match the state of hearts at
Talbothays Dairy. The air of the place, so fresh in the spring and early summer, was
stagnant and enervating now. Its heavy scents weighed upon them, and at mid-day
the landscape seemed lying in a swoon. Ethiopic scorchings browned the upper
slopes of the pastures, but there was still bright green herbage here where the
watercourses purled. And as Clare was oppressed by the outward heats, so was he

burdened inwardly by waxing fervour of passion for the soft and silent Tess.

The rains having passed the uplands were dry. The wheels of the dairyman’s spring
cart, as he sped home from market, licked up the pulverized surface of the highway,
and were followed by white ribands of dust, as if they had set a thin powder-train on
fire. The cows jumped wildly over the five-barred barton-gate, maddened by the
gad-fly; Dairyman Crick kept his shirt-sleeves permanently rolled up from Monday to
Saturday: open windows had no effect in ventilation without open doors, and in the
dairy-garden the blackbirds and thrushes crept about under the currant-bushes,
rather in the manner of quadrupeds than of winged creatures. The flies in the
kitchen were lazy, teasing, and familiar, crawling about in unwonted places, on the
floor, into drawers, and over the backs of the milkmaids’ hands. Conversations were
concerning sunstroke; while butter-making and still more butter-making, was a

despair.

*Belonging to the period 19 July to 17 August, as named in the French Revolutionary
calendar.

(page 207)
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The swede-field in which she and her companion were set hacking was a stretch of a
hundred odd acres, in one patch, on the highest ground of the farm, rising above
stony lanchets or lynchets - the outcrop of siliceous veins in the chalk formation,
composed of myriads of loose white flints in bulbous, cusped, and phallic* shapes.
The upper half of each turnip had been eaten off by the live-stock, and it was the
business of the two women to grub up the lower or earthy half of the root with a
hooked fork called a hacker, that it might be eaten also. Each leaf of the vegetable
having already been consumed, the whole field was in colour a desolate drab; it was
a complexion without features, as if a face, from chin to brow, should be only an
expanse of skin. The sky wore, in another colour, the same likeness; a white vacuity
of countenance with the lineaments gone. So these two upper and nether visages
confronted each other all day long, the white face looking down on the brown face,
and the brown face looking up at the white face, without anything standing between

them but the two girls crawling over the surface of the former like flies.

* Nondescript animal

(Page 360)
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