Aspects of Narrative: The Poetry of Thomas Hardy


These are the aspects of narrative the course requires you to know:

1. Time and sequence; 2. Characters and characterisation; 3. Setting: scenes and places; 4. Voices in the text, 5. Point of view; and 6. Destinations

Essentially though, you can pick any one of these aspects as a starting point or a focus for an examination of the entire poem – because these aspects are not entirely separable from each other. For the poem to work, they need to be closely linked. What the exam board’s focus on the aspects of narrative achieves is that it encourages you to focus on the crafting of the poems. 

Think about what poems do:

They tell stories

They create images – through detail and close observation

They create melodies: sound patterns of rhyme and rhythm, pace and alliteration 

They reflect upon life
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They are artefacts in themselves – to be admired or disliked and can therefore be analysed

Under the Waterfall: 

This is a nostalgic poem about a lovers’ picnic. It is told in two voices: most of the poem is told by the girl who was on the picnic a long time ago, but verse two begins with two ‘why’ questions by another voice. These two questions allow the first speaker to explain her strange connection between a romantic picnic and doing the dishes or washing in a basin of cold water.

The self-conscious rhymes (ceases and peaces!), the conceit (sustained metaphor) of the basin with the pool of water the repeated reference to rhymes and the intricate verse pattern foreground the crafting of the poem. It is a story cleverly told and this together with the sentimental almost over-written images of the cup, (which becomes a chalice, which becomes a vessel) makes one feel that the poet is not asking to be taken seriously here. He is enjoying his own skill at rhyming and writing and there is some humour in this enjoyment, too.

Despite this – there are of course some serious things at stake, too – the transience of human love is contrasted with the eternal round of nature, specifically of the little river, where the cup remains untouched and preserved – unlike love (?). Note all the words linked to time: whenever, never since, still, sense of that time, the past, by night, by day, when it shines or lours, since.

The main speaker in the poem is looking back with longing to the time of the happy picnic with a lover. The time then was late summer (see line 30) and this is juxtaposed with the time now, when she is simply sinking her arm into a basin of cold water (possibly doing dishes), which gives a sense of bathos as well as of the passing of time.  Nature – the little waterfall, the rocks – is contrasted to this human time: they have been the same ‘since hills were turfless peaks’, they do not change, or pass away as humans do. Somewhat fancifully in the little goblet, now part of nature, the speaker imagines that their love is now part of that endless nature – for the stream now speaks persistently of love (lines 49 – 50). Nature is seen as both vast and eternal (abyss, cascade, hollow boiling voice) and as a pretty setting, precisely described (lines 10, 29 – 30) for a sentimental story.


[image: image2]The Convergence of the Twain: 

The archaic language used in this poem, almost biblical in its resonances, immediately alerts the reader to the concern with time. There seems to be a juxtaposition of two timescales again: the human and the eternal or at least much wider scale of fate (or what Hardy calls the Immanent Will in line 18). Again the human time is brief, transient, mortal; the natural cycles of time in the sea are vast and ongoing. But while in Under the Waterfall the effect of this is a little humorous, here it creates a sense of vulnerability but also of the hubris of humankind. The allusion to Blake’s Tiger in line 26 gives the Immanent Will a supernatural power. Towards the end of the poem, we seem to shift into ‘real’ time as the two, iceberg and ship move towards each other - the historical fact is: they collided. The word ‘Now’ (line 32) brings the reader sharply back from all that musing about fate to historical, mortal time frames, in which invincible ships are arbitrarily destroyed by an indifferent (a very important word for Hardy – it meant for him the irony of our existence: that we experience things so intensely and they seem to be important and meaningful, but on a different scale they are meaningless) Nature.

The persistent rhyme – all three lines in every verse rhyme with each other – helps to create the sense of the inexorable march of fate, the inevitability of the collision. Within that persistent and closing down rhyme however are less predictable sound patterns such as ‘jewels in joy designed’; ‘gaily great’ on the light human side and ‘bleared and black and blind’; ‘shadowy silent distance’  and ‘solitude of the sea’ which recreate poignantly the loveliness of the ship, the horror of the convergence. That these two things, the beautiful invincible ship and the huge indifferent ice-berg should have been destined for each other is something Hardy comments on indirectly throughout the poem by imagining them as couple moving towards each other – but the wedding is an ‘intimate welding’ and the consummation a destruction. 

Note the capitalisation of certain words - what is Hardy suggesting about those concepts? To understand this properly – you should look up Hardy’s philosophy and find out what a meliorist is.


[image: image3]Neutral Tones: 

This poem captures one single event, which is described in detail, reflects briefly on (in verse 4) time after the event, but returns very quickly to the time at the winter pond. But the main focus is on that frozen moment when nature and love both seem to be dead, or about to die – captured in the grimly wonderful image of a smile ‘alive enough to have the strength to die’. In that moment, when the speaker realised that love had died, the past seems tedious, the future holds only death (verse 3). Some of the time words in the poem – ‘that winter day’ in the first verse and ‘since then’ in the final verse suggest that something has changed. But the speaker does not tell us what has changed, he has been deceived and wrung by love, but it does not seem to have changed the perception of that moment – perhaps only intensified its pain. The language in which the final verse returns to that moment is exactly the same as the language of the firs t verse. Chidden of God is now God-curst, the ash is now generically a tree, the pond is still there as are the gray leaves. This makes the poem circular and the moment trapped or contained (depending on how cheerful you are feeling about life) – as memories often are: still powerful, but unlike the humans who have them, unable to move on. This feeling of being enclosed is of course borne out by the rhyme scheme too, in which the first and last line rhyme and the two inner lines of each verse, too.

Decide for yourselves what the ellipses at the end of verse three achieves.


[image: image4]The darkling Thrush: 

This is possibly Hardy’s most moving and philosophical meditation about time – suggested already in the title: the adjective darkling, which suggests both obscure and the coming of dark (evening or winter, or even a bad time in history). The wintery setting and the direct references to the turning of the century make the thoughts about time explicit – and again living, breathing time is juxtaposed to the silent eternity of death, which seems to hold the world enthralled in the funereal images of the first two verses. 

The gloom and rhythm are both disturbed by the singing of the thrush, which despite being gaunt and frail sing with ‘illimited joy’.  While death ‘seemed’ to hold sway over the earth in the first two verses, the verbs here are much stronger: the voice rises and bird has chosen to fling his soul into the world. And with this activity the poem picks up pace, which drives the rhythm onwards through ‘carolling’ and ‘ecstatic’ to ‘happy’ and ‘Hope’ in the final verse. 

The event of the Thrush song: that moment of beautiful, fragile hope in a dark time leads the speaker in the poem to thoughts about the meaning and purpose of life. He questions his own gloomy mood, wondering whether the thrush understands life more hopefully than he – and whether this is the result of his ignorance – rather than the usual human assumption that it is the animal that is ignorant. The poem is shot through with religious imagery – from the crypt and spectres and spirits in the first two verses to the evensong, soul (a much less threatening idea than spectre) and capitalised blessed Hope in the last two verses. Find out what Hardy’s attitude to religion was in order to understand that more clearly.

The rhyme in this poem is unobtrusive and yet as consistent as Hardy always is. Perhaps it is the many enjambed lines, which keep the rhyme from determining the rhythm and tone of the poem, which therefore feels thoughtful and conversational. Note how different the relationship between the speaker and nature is in this poem from that in Under the Waterfall – where nature was pretty much just a setting. Here Nature is no longer as threatening as that in Convergence, instead is like the speaker, vulnerable and mortal – and therefore something to engage with, to think about perhaps even to learn from.

At an Inn

This poem, like Neutral Tones is looking back at a particular moment shared with another in the poet’s life. This is a confessional poem (i.e. about Hardy’s personal experience) and the person referred to is Florence his second wife. However the day described happened before they were married, when she was his secretary and they had a platonic relationship. Their marriage, after the death of Emma, Hardy’s first wife was difficult, because of the unexpected depth of Hardy’s mourning for Emma. In this poem then, the poet seems to be looking back at the platonic relationship, laughing at the fact that people thought it was an affair and half-longing for the simplicity of that time.

The first three verses describe their visit to an Inn, where their relationship was misinterpreted, but in a kindly way by their observers – Hardy describes their response as ‘swift sympathy with living love’, which turns into a kind of generous envy at the end of the second verse: Ah God, that bliss like theirs/would flush our day.’ The love, which wasn’t there is described as something that ‘quicks’ the world – it is life-giving and benign.

In the middle verse comes a turn, in which this benign ‘love-light’ turns nasty. Instead of breathing life into things – it now chills the breath of afternoon and kills insects’ songs. The images in lines 21 to 24 are surprisingly harsh – nothing in the poem so far has prepared the reader for that. The reference to the flies recalls, I think, Gloucester’s line from King Lear: ‘as flies to wanton boys are we to the Gods, they kills us for their sport’. Love is seen as a capricious god, playing cruel games with lovers/friends.

And after this turn, the mood of the poem stays sombre, if not as bitter as those three lines. The rhythm in line 27 stops abruptly at the word ‘not’ causing an uncomfortable caesura – before the now sad alliteration of the l in the numb lingering of love (as opposed to the living love of verse 2). This is followed by two questions beginning with ‘why’ and this is echoed by the two ‘o’s in the final verse. This repetition of the same words intensifies the emotion and suggests the kind of agonised repeated questioning of the recently bereaved or hurt.

The ironic parallels of the first lines of the last verse are aching in their neatness – as the poet realises that the platonic friendship – which was not as much as people thought, was still more and better than the marriage now. And in the closing lines of the poem he longs for that moment again.

Here as in The Darkling Thrush the rhymes are unobtrusive, at times they are half-rhymes and serve the purpose of containing the emotions, which in the repetitions and the bitter thoughts about death threaten to overwhelm the speaker.

Afterwards


[image: image5]In this poem the speaker is imagining a time after his own death. He is picturing what his neighbours might say about him. He is wondering what they will remember about him and this leads him to reflections about the meaning of his life and ultimately all life and action.

In each verse he pictures his death happening at different times of the year or the day Spring (verse 1) or Winter (verse 4); evening (verse 2) and night (verse 3). He describes these times with a wealth of natural detail, evoking a strong sense of the life which will go on, and which he loved – because what he imagines the neighbours remembering is his care for natural things.

The speaker also uses various euphemisms for death: the closing of a small door (verse 1) passing (verse 3) being stilled (verse 4) and hearing the bell of quittance (verse 5).

Once again human frailty and mortality are placed in the context of Nature’s more enduring rounds – though the individual natural creatures – moths, butterflies and hedgehogs, all beautifully evoked through alliterative images -  are delicate, too. The death knell seems very much stronger than all of these – yet these delicate creatures will continue once he is gone. In life he protected them – or strove to do so. Is he questioning their need for such protection, is he questioning the point of such protection – death after all is part of that same nature.

The verbs are all very tentative in this poem: the speaker is questioning what will happen – or may happen. Many of the things he imagines his neighbours saying are questions, which reinforce the sense of uncertainty.

The last five Hardy poems, which are in your anthology, are all about his first wife, Emma. He met Emma in 1870 and married her in 1874, after a lively romance. Their marriage was a disappointment, though and they were quite estranged by the time she died in 1912. However, the loss of her dramatically rekindled his love for her and he wrote many poems about her – which complicated his second marriage.

The Going

This is a monologue addressed to Emma, after her death. It is at once self-pitying, sentimental while the neat rhymes make the rhythm almost jaunty – it is hard not to question the poem’s sincerity. The expressions of sorrow seem quite clichéd and the repeated ‘why’ self-dramatising. He is accusing her of indifference to him in dying and leaving him behind before he had time to mend his treatment of her. History does suggest that he was the indifferent one! In verse 4 he conjours a sentimental memory of her beginning with the quite possibly unforgivable line ‘you were she who abode’ and the dreadful description of Emma as ‘swan-necked’. However in the next verse the poet/speaker redeems himself at last and asks a different ‘why’ now shifts from self-pity to regret and realises their foolishness in not having rekindled their love before her death. And in the final lines comes the moving admittance that he himself did not know how much her loss would ‘undo’ him. The rhythm in the last two verses in interrupted by caesurae and ellipsis, by questions and exclamations – as a result the poem suddenly feels genuine and sincere, the pain real and honest at last.

The Voice

In this poem Hardy has used a three syllable rhyme – which is more commonly used in songs and therefore associated with cheerful subjects and rollicking. But he has made it a haunting echo, full of a longing that will not be answered. In the final verse the lines are shorter and the rhythm falters on the caesura in the first line and does not find its feet again – the rhymes are no longer three syllables and the shorter echo powerfully evokes his loss.

The poem opens with his imagining her ghost calling him and his acute awareness of the changes in their relationship – from courtship to estranged marriage to loss. The alliteration in the opening three words sets a slow pace – thoughtful?

In the second verse he questions the reality of such a ghost, his memories are vivid and detailed, this almost hopeful lingering connection between the speaker and the woman’s ghost, is loosened by the third verse, in which he considers the possibilities that it is only the wind calling and winter approaching.

The time words in the poem help the reader track the changes in the relationship as well as in the poet’s thoughts. There are contrasts between ‘now’, ‘then’, ‘when’ and ‘at first’ which again contrast painfully with ‘ever’.

He is remembering her not as she was when they were an estranged married couple, but as she was when they first met and fell in love and they would meet for walks. Then comes the realisation that he must go on (faltering forward) that she is lost forever and he alone in the oozing wind.

At Castle Boterel


[image: image6]When Emma was lost to him Hardy revisited the sites of their courtship – this poem is about one of those visits and the memories it evoked. A series of contrasts is created between his visit now and their drive/walk together then: the weather was different, the reason for being there, they were together, now he’s alone in the opening two verses. But then in verse three he moves onto something very different, saying the detailed of their walk are not important. What seems to be important is that they walked, that there was a shared moment, which, though it ‘filled but a minute’ he claims is the best minute that hill has ever experienced. And we all know by now how Hardy feels about the eternal rounds of nature. He builds on this idea – making quite sure the reader understands in the next verse: the primeval rocks, who have seen so much pass, remember their passing, not the other events. So here Hardy seems to be reversing his usual understanding of human mortality and ongoing nature: the frail human moment is better than all the rest, brighter, more beautiful, and more important.

In the final two verses Hardy comes back to the speaker’s feelings and memories. That speaker now acknowledges that the memory of that girl (one phantom figure) remains, yet it shrinks as he himself is dying (‘sand is sinking’ – in hour glass) and love for ever lost.

The wealth of time words once again, especially in verses 4 and 5: minute, ever, time, since, before, never, primeval, transitory show Hardy’s preoccupation with these ideas, but in a different light, which makes this poem, despite (?) the sorrow of the final two verses, touching and hopeful about humanity. 

The Haunter

In this poem Hardy expresses his regret at the too-lateness of his realisation of his love for Emma through an imagined monologue of a ghost-woman. She haunts her beloved but is unable now to respond to his need of and desire for her. In the second verse the ghost dwells on the thought that when she could have responded, he did not ask – a sad irony.

In the third verse she reiterates how close she is to him, yet how far apart they are through death. And in the final verse she wishes she could console him and that his life may still lead to peace.

Emotionally this is a difficult poem for the reader: we are asked to swallow quite a lot and the imagined faithfulness of a scorned woman verges on the self-indulgent again. However, this could be argued to emphasise once again the speaker’s regret at his neglect of the woman in life.

The rhyme scheme in this poem is not so much rhyme as repetition – of the words know and go and do and thereto. These may well emphasis the irony of the situation: she cannot know that he loved her after all now as she is dead. He cannot know whether she feels anything like what he has described in the poem or anything at all, now that she is dead. They cannot go to each other anymore – so the thereto at the end of each verse is really a nowhere. The repetition also creates a certain sense of being trapped.

Your Last Drive


[image: image7]That terrible not knowing is expressed again – much more directly in this poem. The speaker thinks of the woman’s last drive and knows that even had he been there he would not have known this was the last. The poem is full of such ironies – driving past the graves and that she had found the sight coming home ‘haloed’ that last time.

The speaker imagines a conversation they might have had had they known what the drive signified. But even that would not change the situation now: that one of them is dead and they can no longer communicate. The dead woman is past everything: good or bad as the last bald line emphatically states. 

The thoughtful, reflective tone of this poem contained by the unobtrusive yet regular rhymes makes the imagined conversation moving rather than fanciful. The facts of death are stated very simply: ‘or if you go there/never at all. And I shall not care.’ This makes them very moving – because the inability to care becomes very painful then – as opposed to the lack of care there might at times have been in life.
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