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HARDY GETTING OUT OF … 

 

FRANCIS O’GORMAN 

 

When Pamela Dalziel and Michael Millgate published, from Oxford University Press, Thomas 

Hardy’s ‘Poetical Matter’ Notebook in 2009, the Press boldly reproduced the cover of the original as 

the cover of the edition.1 Buyers purchasing this fascinating collection of notes, often the germs 

for poems later ‘worked up’, see, first of all, the daunting words of Hardy himself at the top of 

the cover: ‘This Book to be destroyed, | uncopied, at my death, | T.H.’. The act of purchasing, 

let alone of reading, is, under the unignorable clarity of these words that have been ignored, 

turned into something that feels like violation—like Louis overhearing the conversation between 

Swithin and the Bishop in Two on a Tower (1882). Our reading is an intrusion. John Stuart Mill, in 

‘What is Poetry?’ (1833), thought about rhetoric as that which was heard and poetry that which 

was over-heard. But here is something, so to speak, that should not be heard.  

    Reading Dalziel and Millgate’s exemplary edition we come face to face with an ethical 

dilemma. It is not one peculiar to Hardy, for sure. The failure of executors to destroy papers 

though directed to by a will is, however awkward, not an uncommon practice—and scholars, 

readers, and biographers have much reason to be grateful for this. But it seems to me that 

opening Hardy’s ‘Poetical Matter’ Notebook (which actually is based on microfilm copies of a now 

lost manuscript) provokes an interestingly Hardy-esque experience, or at least an experience in 

which Hardy might have been interested. Reading this book, we know that we are in contact 

with that which, in a literal sense, Hardy wanted to get out of. He did not, certainly, want the 

document to be part of his identity after his death. It was a book of his own notes; his 

preparation for poems. But he did not want anyone, it seems, to understand too much about his 

method of composition (his ‘experimenting’ on material, as he phrased it, to see if it could be 
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made into verse). This was a document revealing something of the creative method in a way of 

which, it might be, Hardy was mildly ashamed (‘don’t find out how some of my poems began’). 

This was a literary method to be—at least supposedly—hidden forever on Hardy’s death in 

contrast to Anthony Trollope’s, which was only to be revealed on his death.  

    The cover of OUP’s excellent edition is suggestive in itself. And it is also a prompt to think 

more generally about the fact of escape, evasion, avoidance, and diverted narratives in Hardy’s 

writing—and his life. Hardy, I think, was absorbed by the complexities of getting out of things: 

of being free from histories, free from people, or free from the responsibilities of conforming to 

an expectation. A peculiarly stratified example to start with is Jude the Obscure (1895). At one level, 

this is most obviously a novel about trying to get into something. Jude’s ambition for entry to 

Christminster is the propelling driver of the first half of the plot. Where Hardy felt himself 

entering a higher class of society in marrying Emma in 1874, he imaginatively re-works that 

defining fact—the plot of the lost first novel The Poor Man and the Lady2 is recast throughout his 

career—in Jude’s hope to become an undergraduate. The ‘lady’ to be courted here is, for once, 

not an actual woman but a university. Looking over the landscape to the distant forms of 

Christminster, Hardy’s narrator spells out the nature of Jude’s desire to belong. ‘Jude continued 

his walk homeward alone,’ we read, ‘pondering so deeply that he forgot to feel timid. He 

suddenly grew older. It had been the yearning of his heart to find something to anchor on, to 

cling to—for some place which he could call admirable’.3 Christminster is, so Jude at this point 

imagines, that place. This is a longing to go somewhere, to belong somewhere else. And it is also 

more evidently, perhaps, a longing to leave somewhere else behind. Hardy’s language of 

ambition is about departing as much as it is about obtaining.  

   But Hardy’s interest in Jude in the complexities of desires to belong and not to belong go 

further than this. For what he next stages in his doomed hero’s life is the encounter with 

Arabella. She throws a barrow pig’s penis at him—something that has been ‘got out’ of the pig 

though from which nothing fertile could be ‘got out’ of (a barrow pig is, of course, a castrated 



3 
 

one). It is a missile not only of sexual provocation (‘prove to me that you’re more than a 

castrated penis’) as much as it is a taunt about establishing a legacy—of belonging, of having 

heirs, a stable family line. Here, in terms of my topic, is the moment in the early stages of Jude 

when Jude’s ambitions to get out of his current life and enter what the wind tells him are the 

‘happy’ precincts of Christminster is troubled.  

    It would be easy to think that Hardy stages Arabella as the temptress who mischievously 

diverts the hero from his intentions—that she is, with all her sexual charisma, the obstacle. 

Arabella, we might suppose, is the agent that forces Jude out of what he does not want to be out 

of. 

    Initially, indeed, that is exactly what we are told. ‘The unvoiced call of woman to man’, the 

narrator remarks, ‘which was uttered very distinctly by Arabella’s personality, held Jude to the 

spot against his intention’. His ‘intention’: Hardy dramatizes a moment in which, so it seems, a 

woman gets in the way of a man’s commitment to better himself. Arabella’s sheer sexiness, it 

appears, is a blight to Jude because her attractions are so powerful. And yet Hardy’s narrative is 

subtler than this. For what holds the novelist’s imagination is not merely a man deflected by 

thoughts of sex. It is also a man surprised to find that the original desire had not been enough, 

or not the only desire worth attention. Jude, we are told, as he sees Arabella, had ‘inhaled a single 

breath from a new atmosphere’. The experience is oxygenating not stifling and shortly it 

becomes more than that. Hardy presents a psychology that is not merely tempted but extended: 

 

He [Jude] saw this with his intellectual eye, just for a short, fleeting while, as by the light of a 

falling lamp one might momentarily see an inscription on a wall before being enshrouded in 

darkness. And then this passing discriminative power was withdrawn, and Jude was lost to all 

conditions of things in the advent of a fresh and wild pleasure, that of having found a new 

channel for emotional interest hitherto unsuspected, though it had lain close beside him. 
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At one level, there is foreboding here. An inscription on a wall, for instance, might remind the 

reader of what Belshazzar read. Yet here, in Hardy’s wording, is also a kind of Keatsian 

moment—Keats reading Chapman, I mean—where a figurative new planet swims into Jude’s 

ken. A ‘new channel’ opens up, an emotion ‘unsuspected’. Jude, plainly, is falling in love—or at 

least is sexually attracted to a woman. But he is also getting out again. He is finding the 

unexpected pleasures of not doing what he thought he should be doing. Hardy will imagine Jude 

getting out more dramatically, later, by drinking heavily and then by burning his books. But in 

this moment, the novelist seems subtly to invite us to think about the pleasures—the ‘fresh and 

wild pleasures’—of not doing what we said we would, thought we would, or were somehow 

meant to.  

    Hardy fashions in Jude a narrative of a man in the grip of an imagined alternative life. This 

concept, persistently present in psychoanalytical comprehensions of how we narrate ourselves in 

reality, is that which the British psychoanalyst Adam Phillips so aptly describes in Missing Out: In 

Praise of the Unlived Life (2012). For Phillips, the missed-out-on narrative is of permanent allure in 

many human explanations of what is wrong with us. Phillips points out just how frequently men 

and women construct narratives of their lives, and the disarray of those lives, in terms of what 

they could have had but did not (for this reason or that) or in terms of who they—we—might 

have been ‘if only …’. Such narratives of ‘what might have been’ do complex psychic work. They 

might, for instance, articulate a genuine or at least a partial truth about the perceived shape of 

lives (if Jude were a real person we could imagine him saying: ‘if my school teacher hadn’t left to 

go to Oxford I might have stayed where I was and not have had a life spoilt by an ambition that 

was unrealistic’). But ‘if only’ narratives in actual lives can also provide a kind of evasion, an 

opportunity to enjoy the consolations of what ‘I might have been’ without the actual 

responsibilities of having been it. ‘I would have been a barrister if I had been taught better at 

school’ might conceivably have an element of truth in it. But it might have a good deal more 

fiction. Such narratives, as Phillips engagingly demonstrates, allow us to experience the pleasures 
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of an unlived life that, most likely, we could not have lived anyway but can enjoy, and make use 

of, in their absence. 

    What is particularly interesting about Jude the Obscure in this sense is that it is not only Jude 

who has a desire to get out of where he is now. It is also Thomas Hardy. Hardy’s convictions, as 

expressed in The Life of Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) (1928-30), published under Florence’s name, 

included the fact that poetry had really been his first calling from the beginning. But, needing an 

income, not least as a married man, Hardy found fiction a more profitable way of making a 

career as a writer and keeping food on the table. After establishing his name as a novelist—the 

last of the great Victorian novelists as Somerset Maugham would imagine him in Cakes and Ale: 

Or, The Skeleton in the Cupboard (1930)4—Hardy, as the Life frames it, turned willingly back to 

poetry. This return was, as it is presented there, a kind of return to a first love, a re-visitation of 

an unlived life that could actually now be lived. (It is, incidentally, notable that Hardy’s 

fascination with ‘getting out of’ included getting out of the responsibility for telling his own life 

story under his own name.) ‘Hardy the poet’ was not a fictive figure who provided an imaginary 

consolation but a real one. ‘Hardy the poet’ was an unlived life that was, unusually, liveable and, 

in fact, had privately been lived for a very long time. 

    Hardy in Jude narrates the story of a man getting out. But Hardy himself, describing years later 

the reception of the novel in the Life, fashions a narrative in such a way as to try to explain, or at 

least give a cover-story for, Hardy’s efforts to get out of fiction. Hardy was pleased, in the Life, to 

signify that the apparent critical storm over Jude was a reason to give up novels because the 

critics were still not ready for his views. Hardy presents, as I have discussed in another place,5 the 

alleged burning of a copy of Jude by William Walsham How (1823-97), then Bishop of Wakefield. 

This allegation (a burning on a domestic fire suspiciously alight in June) is, I think, the sharpest 

example, and probably invented, of the hostility that Hardy wants us to believe finally made him 

pack fiction in. ‘[It] appeared that, further,’ Hardy remarks, documenting the disputes around 

Jude: 
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 —to quote the testimony in the Bishop’s Life—the scandalised prelate was not ashamed to deal 

a blow below the belt, but ‘took an envelope out of his paper-stand and addressed it to W.F.D. 

Smith, Esq., M.P. The result was the quiet withdrawal of the book from the library, and an 

assurance that any other books by the same author would be carefully examined before they 

were allowed to be circulated[.]6 

 

My argument, made in that other piece, is that this is an unlikely story, and part of the texture of 

what are probably fictions told about Jude by its own author. Certainly, if the Smith narrative has 

empirical truth, it does not refer to Jude nor, probably, to Hardy at all. My general point has been 

that Hardy was retrospectively re-narrating criticism of his novel in order to divert attention 

from his private desire to move on from fiction anyway. And in order to create the illusion that 

others were to blame. A novel about a man musing in layered ways about what he wants to get 

out of, Jude is a text by a novelist who was also, silently, musing on the same difficult and, 

potentially, life-changing question. 

    Hardy’s account of sexual relations in Jude might readily make one think that part of the 

cryptic emotional involvement of the author in a plot of ‘getting-out-of’ concerned getting out of 

marriage. And this is obliquely about the writer too. Hardy’s marriage to Emma had, in its last 

years, deteriorated to such an extent that both husband and wife must have persistently 

wondered whether there was any way of relieving their situation. The grimmest part of the 

marriage plot in Jude is the decision of Sue to return to Phillotson and to allow him to have sex 

with her. Marriage here is figured as against nature, a form of mental torture. That Hardy was 

able imaginatively to conceive of a man, and reveal him in a novel, ready to have sex with a 

woman whom he knew was physically repulsed by him suggests the depth to which Jude is a story 

born, at one level, simply from a distorted shock about the mess marriage can get people into: a 

mess transformed here into psychological awfulness. That dreadful moment, to me an almost 
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unreadable scene in Jude, can only have come from a man whose imagination had acquired, or 

been compelled into, a strange and discomforting relish for the cruel. It must have been a 

torment for Emma to have read Jude, if read it she really did. In her attic apartment at Max Gate, 

writing the journal on ‘What I think of my Husband’,7 Emma can only have wondered what it 

was that she had got herself into—or Hardy had got her into. 

    For Hardy himself, the emotional and literary demands, and their consequences, of getting out 

of things seem to me to be at their most complicated when Emma is the topic. And the climax 

of the psychic-literary business of feeling, as well as representing or disclosing, the meanings of 

escape on which I am reflecting here is after Emma’s unexpected death at Max Gate on 27 

November 1912. It is in her husband’s ‘Poems of 1912-13’, published first in Satires of 

Circumstance, Lyrics and Reveries with Miscellaneous Pieces (1914), that ‘getting out’ takes on a 

remarkably plural set of meanings.8 One of those meanings is stark and raw. ‘Poems of 1912-13’ 

is in one very obvious sense about a getting-out-of: Emma has died. She has got out of life—and 

in a manner that is consistent, Hardy tells us, with her familiar way of literally going out. ‘It was 

your way, my dear,’ he writes in ‘Without Ceremony’, nicely punning on ‘way’ as at once a habit 

and a route, a custom and a path: 

 

It was your way, my dear,  

To vanish without a word 

When callers, friends, or kin 

Had left, and I hastened in 

To rejoin you, as I inferred.  

(p. 104) 

 

Emma had not got out of her habit of going out. She died as she had left—without notice. 

Usually, the poet’s act of ‘rejoining’ found only an absence, when Emma had left to ‘career | Off 
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anywhere’ (p. 104). But for all those unexpected vanishings, there was at least a return (though 

whether any meaningful ‘rejoining’ between husband and wife is another matter). The final act of 

‘Going’—to use the title of the first poem—is exceptional: a woman who persistently left 

without pre-announcement has now left permanently. And as so often with the suggestibility of 

Hardy’s language in these poems, it is hard to avoid thinking about the language of ‘going’ in 

relation to religion.9 The participle invites a thought about Hardy’s agnostic sense of where, in 

death, Emma has gone permanently to.10 He had carved on her tombstone, after all, nothing 

more promising of a future than: ‘THIS IN REMEMBRANCE’. The theological gap in ‘Without 

Ceremony’ reminds us of the limits of the modern elegy to reassure, for the analogy between 

Emma going off, ‘—say to town—’ (p. 104), breaks down when she dies. Hardy’s poem can say 

nothing about where she has gone—assuming for a moment that there remains after death a 

‘she’ to go anywhere. 

    ‘Poems of 1912-13’ faces, square on, a narrative of withdrawal, of someone ‘getting out’ in the 

most extreme sense. But Hardy’s absorption with getting out—or, perhaps, my absorption with 

Hardy getting out—is more than this. For Emma’s getting out is also, uncomfortably for the 

poet, a release, even a relief, for Hardy himself. Literature, as well as psychoanalysis, has almost 

nothing to say about what cannot be an entirely mythical phenomenon, a happy marriage. What 

might such a thing look like—be constituted by? We are remarkably impoverished in our 

languages to describe, with integrity, a happy relationship. How might an outsider, let alone an 

insider, know what such a thing is made up of? (This, incidentally, is one of the many thought-

provoking questions posed by another British psychoanalyst, Darian Leader, in his Why Women 

Write More Letters than they Post? (1996)). But these are not questions for Hardy in 1912. ‘Poems of 

1912-13’ belongs, however subtly, within that enormous corpus—both literary and 

psychoanalytical—of writing about the far more familiar concept, the unhappy marriage (a state 

that Hardy, of course, did peculiar work in making visible in his fiction matched only, perhaps, 

by George Gissing in this period). When Sue tells Jude, after the death of their children, that 
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‘“I mustn’t—I can’t go on with this!”’, she speaks some words that Emma, as she retreated to her 

attic rooms, might well have said, perhaps even literally. Hardy’s bitterness about what he makes 

Jude call the ‘clumsy contract’ surfaces most obviously in his last written novel. But what about 

in the ‘Emma poems’ from Satires of Circumstance? A first question might be, then, to ask what it 

could look like, in the first place, to try to write elegiac poetry for someone with whom one had, 

let us say merely, no easy relationship? What does the elegy of equivocation look like? 

    A first answer might be to turn not to Hardy but to Yeats. ‘In Memory of Major Robert 

Gregory’ commemorates Lady Gregory’s son, whose plane was widely believed to have been 

shot down in an incident of so-called ‘friendly fire’ above Padua on 23 January 1918.11 But the 

poem remembers a man about whom Yeats had some doubts. For Lady Gregory, his close 

friend and ally, Yeats, publishing the poem in The Wild Swans at Coole (1917), nevertheless 

endeavoured to be kind. But the elegy is evasive (and its allusion to Dryden contains a sour 

implied rebuke). ‘In Memory of Major Robert Gregory’ is, in essence, a set of reflections on the 

companions of Yeats’ own youth, brought together in a poem as if to some actual party or social 

gathering. But when Yeats might have thought himself needing to speak more thoroughly of 

Gregory himself—figuratively to introduce him more thoroughly to the others in the party—the 

poet is saved from insincerity by the rhetorical device of ἀποσιώπησις, aposiopesis: the breaking-off 

of speech under the (in this case, apparent) strain of emotion: ‘I had thought’, Yeats says: 

 

                            seeing how bitter is that wind 

That shakes the shutter, to have brought to mind 

All those that manhood tried, or childhood loved 

Or boyish intellect approved, 

With some appropriate commentary on each;  

Until imagination brought 

A fitter welcome; but a thought 
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Of that late death took all my heart for speech.12 

 

At one level Yeats means simply that the remembrance of Gregory’s death overwhelms him so 

that he cannot say any more. But secreted in those last words is the possibility that Yeats, 

remembering he must now say something more about the dead man, is aware that he cannot in 

all conscience do very much. Yeats, overcome by a velleity, has got himself out of a 

responsibility to a grieving mother, and elegy has deftly got out of what might have been 

imagined as one of its principal and defining purposes. 

    Hardy, apparently writing elegies, gets out differently. His fundamental struggle, in ‘Poems of 

1912-13’, is that between avoiding being candid about the failure of the marriage and being 

untruthful by presenting only affection or grief. What we read in turn is poetry negotiating 

between, and trying to get out of, both of these positions. The result is the peculiarly vacillating, 

peculiarly ‘in tension’, poetry of mixed feelings. If single-mindedness is of no use to a poet in 

general, Hardy’s ‘Poems of 1912-13’ is a distinctively visible version of what poetry looks like 

when it starts from division. The opening sentence of the first poem (‘The Going’) is 

characteristically surprising, if, looking at a group of poems on a dead spouse, what we expect to 

find is grief at loss. The opening traffics with the hostile; a written act of blaming. ‘Why’, Hardy 

begins, as if annoyed that his wife has taken upon herself the decision to die without telling him, 

 

    did you give no hint that night 

That quickly after the morrow’s dawn, 

And calmly, as if indifferent quite, 

You would close your term here, up and be gone 

    Where I could not follow 

    With wing of swallow 

To gain one glimpse of you ever anon!  
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(p. 95) 

 

As I have already said, Hardy was to resolve this question a little later, at least at a superficial 

level, by reminding himself that Emma was in the habit of leaving without notice anyway. But, 

here, Hardy’s mode, and mood, is fissured. The first four lines are bothered. What Hardy is 

referring to is the fact he had not been able to say good-bye that early morning in Max Gate and 

that he had not taken Emma’s apparently non-serious indisposition seriously enough. Yet his 

phrasing, with its tattoo of monosyllables, has a hint of the irritated not at himself, or fate, or the 

doctor—but at Emma. And, in the stanza’s middle, there is that distracting statement, ‘up and be 

gone’, as if Hardy’s poetry cannot completely avoid expressing fragments of a desire to be out of 

the marriage, to be somewhere else, to be with a different, happier, or earlier Emma—or perhaps 

simply alone.  

    What we have is not Yeats’s strategy: we have Hardy regretting Emma’s death by regretting 

the manner of it, somehow diverting his mixed feelings into a curious complaint. More often, 

Hardy’s diversions involve the statement of a desire to be in an earlier condition of emotion, at 

least as it is reconceived or claimed to be remembered many years later. That was certain the 

guilty evasion of Hardy’s choice of words on the wreath for his dead wife. ‘From her Lonely 

Husband,’ he wrote, scrupulously avoiding the term ‘widower’, ‘with the Old Affection’.13 These 

are words that say more about the husband than the wife. They try to persuade us of Hardy’s 

desire to get out of the present and go back to former feelings but in the certain knowledge that 

such a thing is impossible. Hardy’s words on the surface want to get out of the present—but 

they are also silently confident that the poet need do nothing of the sort because it is too late. An 

alternative life here is one that Hardy does not have the responsibility of having to live, or live up 

to. The lonely widower does not have really to try to return to old feelings but can simply say in 

public, even literally on Emma’s coffin, that he has. 
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    And then there is the final line of ‘Your Last Drive’. This is a curious poem of ‘what didn’t 

happen’, recounting Emma’s journey in a hired car past Stinsford Church where shortly she was 

to lie. She does not know this, of course, and as Hardy is not with her he cannot see his wife, as 

the poem puts it, not knowing that she was soon to die. Emma when dead comprehends, as the 

agnostic Hardy figures it, nothing. She belongs with what Plato’s Socrates in The Defence describes 

when he, Socrates, presents death as the best, because completely untroubled, sleep. ‘You are’, 

Hardy says, spelling something of this unconsciousness out, ‘past love, praise, indifference, 

blame’ (p. 98). At one level, this is getting in. Hardy is not escaping the presence of disagreement 

in his marriage: the fact that indifference and blame haunted them at the end remain preserved 

now in this statement of what Emma can no longer feel or be subject to. Hostility is not hidden. 

And Philip Mallett makes the powerful suggestion that we should attend here to the unspoken 

fifth term in a line that pivots on ‘indifference’, placing opposites on either side of it. ‘Praise’ is 

contrasted with ‘blame’: but what ‘love’ is contrasted with is tactfully avoided to all but the reader 

alert to the antonym’s absence.14 This is the syntax of equivocation, or rather of contrary feelings. 

Even without that missing ‘hate’, the reader feels the poet’s challenge in trying to deal with a 

poetic task that is not straightforward: how to write a poem to Emma that is not merely 

commemorative and not merely a getting out of a truth. ‘Your Last Drive’ is, one might say, a 

poem that makes one wonder if—as with Yeats and Robert Gregory—Hardy somehow would 

have liked to have got out of having to write it. Here is a poem that bespeaks something of how 

difficult it is to represent unhappy circumstances and the close of what had become an unhappy 

marriage which Hardy is now, awkwardly, out of.  

    These poems, remembering Hardy and Emma’s unhappiness, take the reader off on 

unexpected and distracting tracks as the poet tries to get out of being either wholly truthful or 

wholly untruthful. One way is, at least to my ear, formally. Hardy’s poetic forms can surprise us 

with a certain sense of dislocation, just as in the novels word-choice can surprise too, with a 

certain sense of mismatch. Yet the mismatch of form with sense in some of the ‘Poems of 1912-
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13’ might help, strange to say, Hardy to face—or rather get out of facing—a different kind of 

mismatch: that between his wife and himself. The verbal practices I describe here are not by any 

means unique to ‘Poems of 1912-13’ but they do particularly suggestive work in that volume 

nevertheless. There is a thought-provoking example in the stanza from ‘The Going’, considered 

earlier. Emma has vanished, Hardy says, to ‘Where I could not follow | With wing of swallow’. 

The shorter lines and the prominent, even protruding, rhyme draw attention to themselves and 

we grasp form—the chiming of words—before we can free ourselves to consider sense. And it is 

a peculiar sense too—a distracting mental image of Hardy as a one-winged swallow, pursuing 

Emma into the ethereal, or wherever it is she has got out to. But the point is that the change 

from the implied language of blame to that of obtrusive chiming, to almost sing-song rhyme and 

rhythm, suddenly takes the reader down a different path, distracting him or her from the 

emotional work of the beginning and end of the stanza—its blaming and its missing. The 

‘follow’/‘swallow’ lines, and their equivalents in the remaining stanzas, set us for a moment at a 

distance from the poem’s feelings and, more particularly, the poet’s feelings about Emma.  

    But form more richly ‘gets in the way’, or helps Hardy ‘get out of’, in a later poem of ‘1912-

13’: ‘The Lament’. This is a title that, as far as English forms are concerned, is a surprise, because 

Hardy’s poem is notably successful in moving the reader on from an emotional sense of 

lament—of mourning, melancholy, grief, for example—into artifice. (Absorption into artifice is, 

as it happens, better known as Yeats’s aspiration in ‘Sailing to Byzantium’ (1928).) ‘The Lament’ 

might be regarded as another poem of ‘getting out of’, since form, and the reader’s 

consciousness of it, functions as a kind of emotional exit-route. The first stanza: 

 

How she would have loved 

A party to-day!— 

Bright-hatted and gloved, 

With table and tray 
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And chairs on the lawn 

Her smiles would have shone 

With welcomings. … But 

She is shut, she is shut 

    From friendship’s spell 

    In the jailing shell 

    Of her tiny cell. 

(p. 105) 

 

Again, the language is divided. And the uses of division, to borrow John Bayley’s term,15 in these 

poems have to do with Hardy’s consciousness of his own divided feelings in mourning Emma. 

Emma’s clothes were, to start somewhere straightforward, a cause for remark. ‘Bright-hatted and 

gloved’ sounds innocent but Hardy knew he was writing about a topic that was not altogether 

comfortable. Emma’s choice of clothes caused much, not always approving, comment. 

Nevertheless, the first portion manages what is offered to us as an affectionate memory: ‘she 

would have liked a party’. Yet how curious the volta is, the turn of the stanza to a triplet of short 

lines (4, 5, and 5 syllables) each with the same masculine rhyme. What the ear discerns here first 

is form, acoustic patterning, and, again, something of the sing-song. It is a strange direction to 

take in what might be expected to be elegiac—or if not elegiac then at least nostalgic. These 

chiming lines, and their equivalent in each of the other three stanzas, take us away from the 

feelings we might assume the poems would conjure with: grief, sorrow, loss. It is as if Hardy is, 

to an extent, achieving the equivalent of Yeats in ‘In Memory of Major Robert Gregory’ with the 

aposiopesis: he is getting out of an emotional situation through poetry. William Empson’s ambiguity 

of the fifth type concerned the poet working to a gradual realisation of what he or she wanted to 

say, the slow uncovering of connections in a poem he or she did not initially appreciate were 



15 
 

there. But Hardy’s diversion is necessitated more by what the poet realises are there and would 

prefer that they weren’t: divided feelings.  

    Hardy’s ambiguities are elsewhere. When, in ‘Beeny Cliff, March 1870-March 1913’, he 

describes the ‘woman whom I loved so, and who loyally loved me’ (p. 119), the attentive reader 

might wonder what work the past tense ‘whom I loved so’ was doing. Was the tense simply 

marking the fact that Emma was no more? Or did it also admit that Hardy’s early love had 

waned? And what is that ‘loyally’ doing in the line: ‘who loyally loved me’. ‘I love you’ is a 

different proposition from ‘I loyally love you’ for the second suggests that love is tested; that 

there are things going wrong which require endurance or determination. Hardy’s ‘loyally’ admits, 

it might be, that loving Hardy was no easy business. (Matthew Arnold confesses a different 

version of the same problem in ‘A Farewell’ (published 1852): ‘this heart,’ Arnold sadly says, ‘I 

know | To be long lov’d was never fram’d’.16) Equivocating words like ‘loyally’ permit the reader 

to sense the story that Hardy would have been pleased to get out of: the story of a marriage that 

didn’t work.  

    Later verses of ‘Poems of 1912-13’ take another approach to that same story, the one implied 

by Hardy’s note on the wreath. Hardy’s returns in the later poems are to the early days of his 

relationship with Emma Gifford and the landscapes they knew: Beeny Cliff, ‘Castle Boterel’ 

(Boscastle), Saint-Juliot, ‘Vallency Valley’ (Valency Valley). He steps out of time, back in memory 

to that moment of prospect, when both Hardy and Emma were young, and, as he observes in 

‘After a Journey’, when ‘Our days were a joy, and our paths through flowers’ (p. 116). In one 

sense, such a memory undertakes simple therapeutic work: it enables Hardy to get out of his 

memory of when days were not a joy. It replaces, or tries to, the mixed feelings of recent years 

with the happier memory of the past. In another sense, though, even the acknowledgement of a 

time when ‘Our days were a joy’ implies Hardy has not quite got out of the present enough. 

Memory is only needed because recent times were miserable. And is it, at a more local level, too 

suspicious to wonder about that plural ‘paths’? Certainly, ‘our path through flowers’ would have 
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suggested a closer, more intimate past. But is seems that even in the salad days the young couple 

were plural, travelling along separate routes. Hardy offers us something different from Freud. It 

is not the past that keeps coming back here. It is the present.  

    ‘Poems of 1912-13’ is a volume caught up with efforts to get out. And the final poem of 

Hardy’s collection—in the last arrangement of ‘Poems 1912-13’—leaves the reader with an 

image that gains its power precisely because it is the opposite of all of this. The last gesture of 

Hardy’s volume of ‘getting out of’ poetry endeavours to get out of everything I have so far been 

describing. ‘Where the Picnic Was’ reads like this: 

 

  Where we made the fire  

  In the summer time  

  Of branch and briar  

  On the hill to the sea,  

  I slowly climb  

  Through winter mire,  

  And scan and trace  

  The forsaken place  

  Quite readily.  

 

  Now a cold wind blows,  

  And the grass is gray,  

  But the spot still shows  

  As a burnt circle—aye,  

  And stick-ends, charred,  

  Still strew the sward  

  Whereon I stand,  
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  Last relic of the band  

  Who came that day!  

 

  Yes, I am here  

  Just as last year,  

  And the sea breathes brine  

  From its strange straight line  

  Up hither, the same  

  As when we four came.  

  —But two have wandered far  

  From this grassy rise  

  Into urban roar  

  Where no picnics are,  

  And one—has shut her eyes  

  For evermore.17 

 

Hardy’s Vergellian epigraph for ‘Poems of 1912-13’, ‘Veteris vestigia flammae’ (p. 93)—Dido 

feeling ‘the traces of an old flame’ in encountering not Aeneas but her husband in the 

underworld—is ironically, painfully, materialised in this last poem. The old flame, literally the 

remains of the picnic fire from a year ago, has died. And the extinguished heat lingers in the 

poem as, it might be, an uncomfortable metaphor, a final answer to Dido, and a distressing 

emblem of an extinct marriage. The damaged grass is confirmation that, for all Hardy’s 

attempts to get out of remembering the troubles of his life with Emma—and Emma’s troubles 

with him—the material reminder of the now cold ashes is the reality of quenched love, the 

memory of which he cannot escape. In a sequence absorbed by getting out, a final meaning 
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about Hardy’s marriage is handed, with the volume’s most notable moment of candour rather 

than vacillation, to that which has all too literally gone out.  

    All those with him on that picnic have, Hardy points out, gone away. Emma has ‘shut her 

eyes | For evermore’: life is no longer. And the two unnamed friends have got out not of life 

but, less dramatically, out of the countryside, ‘Into urban roar | Where no picnics are’. They 

have left the rural scene of loss for modernity—as Sue Bridehead does and, in a sense, at least 

in her modern secular ideas learnt from Clare, Tess does too. What remains around the old 

picnic site in Hardy’s poem is only the poet himself. It is an odd, though real, kind of heroic 

fortitude. He declares at the end of a collection intrigued by efforts to get out of things, the 

plainest grammatical sign not of getting out. That is, of simply being present, despite things: ‘I 

am here’. There is no willed effort to make away, to change the story, to hope something 

different could have happened. Rather, here is Hardy feeling himself left, in what Sir Frank 

Kermode would call the middest,18 the experienced moment, mapping his own life as best he 

can against that which painful experience has revealed or has simply been.    

    The psychic work of thinking about alternative lives, or of trying to make an alternative 

history of one’s life, no longer appears available to Hardy at the end of ‘Poems 1912-13’. He is 

left, so it seems, without the comforts or psychic compensations, or psychic rebukes, of 

something different from what was, literally, being alone in his own life.  

    And yet …  

    Might this moment—the narrated aloneness of ‘Where the Picnic Was’—reveal something 

important about the relationship of the self to what is presented of that self? Does Hardy offer 

his readers at the end not a ‘conclusion’ but simply a different version of another side to his 

life? Is he permitting us to see something of the plurality of whom he conceives himself to be, 

or wants us to conceive him to be, and more of the narrative obligations that such plurality 

requires? There is no real reason to think of the sequence of ‘Poems 1912-13’ as a series: as a 

‘development’ or emotional plot imposed on time. James Booth valuably observes that there is 
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rhetorical development—a kind of check-list of different rhetorical structures in the ghost 

poems, for instance.19 But who knows for sure that there is a psychological one? We do not 

necessarily see ‘growth’ or ‘coming through’ here though might accidentally think we do. It is, 

perhaps, psychically more credible to see these poems as revealing Hardy’s constructions of 

facets of the same mind; a mind that, although of necessity expressed in a temporal sequence, is 

not merely reducible to a story or a scheme.  

    Certainly, it is confusing to regard ‘Where the Picnic Was’ as somehow the ‘conclusion’ of 

‘Poems of 1912-13’, the resting place of a narrative of supposed development, an ‘answer’ to 

the impulses of ‘getting out’ that the previous poems have presented. What we have, if we 

decline the narrative of development, is another one of Hardy’s selves and one that, it turns out, 

is still intrigued—despite appearances—by the lure, the necessity, of getting out. The last, sad 

lyric of ‘Poems of 1912-13’ is actually, though one might think the opposite at first, another way 

of escape. This time Hardy, in ‘Where the Picnic Was’, makes an attempt to get out of nothing 

less than narratives of getting out. He offers himself, alone, looking at a patch of burnt grass. 

He invites us to acknowledge his own ‘thereness’. Hardy isn’t out there, but here. So being, the 

poet has momentarily presented himself as having got out of the attractions of evasion simply 

by asserting his presence, albeit far too late for him to do anything for Emma. Yet this is not a 

‘conclusion’. Hardy appears to be doing something new in the last poem. But really what he is 

doing is yet another version of what he has been doing throughout the volume: here is another 

side to a habit not an end to it.  

    Thomas Hardy, even at the end, has not got out of the attraction of the ‘out’ at all. 

     

 

 

This article began as a lecture, ‘Hardy getting out of …’, at the 50th Thomas Hardy Society Conference in United 

Church, South Street, Dorchester, on 19 July 2018. I am grateful to Professor Jane Thomas for asking me speak and 
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to all those delegates who generously shared ideas and knowledge with me afterwards, including Dr Catherine 

Charlwood and Professor Roger Ebbatson, and those specifically thanked in the notes below. I would also like to 

thank Professor Dinah Birch, the late Professor Jon Stallworthy, and Kate Williams. 
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