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 In Hardy’s novels there exists a great background, vital and vivid, which 

matters more than the people who move upon it. Against the background of 

dark, passionate Egdon, of the leafy, sappy passion and sentiments of the 

woodlands, of the unfathomed stars, is drawn the lesser scheme of lives: The 

Return of the Native, The woodlanders or Two on a Tower. Upon the vast, 

incomprehensible pattern of some primal morality greater than what even the 

human mind can grasp, is drawn the little, pathetic pattern of man’s moral life 

and struggle. The setting of The Return of the Native is perhaps the most 

powerful single story of Egdon Heath. Egdon is not only the scene of the tale; it 

dominates the plot and determines the characters. It is sentient - it feels, it 

speaks, it kills. 

 Egdon Heath is a character in the novel, and not merely a background.  

In four pages of sustained eloquence, the author conveys to us an impression 

of the black inhospitable moorland stretching as far as eye can reach beneath 

the gathering winter-twilight. It is only when its solemn spirit has sunk deep 

into our consciousness that the sound of the human voice is allowed to 

interrupt this silence. (And that silence is felt all through the book - an ironical 

comment on the crisis and protest of the handful of ephemeral human beings 

who for a brief space disturb its monotony.) Hardy gives a detailed and minute 

description of this heath which is dark and somber, where night approaches 

early and day is delayed. Hails and storms are frequent to this place. 

 There is no effect of time on the heath. It is “neither ghastly hateful nor 

ugly, neither commonplace, unmeaning nor tame, but slighted and enduring”. 

In a way, Egdon is Hardy’s habitual personification of nature. Roughly three 

quarters of the story takes place in the open air, and we are constantly drawn 

to the changing moods of the heath and the reactions of the main characters 

to it. In Hardy’s scheme of things, Egdon symbolizes the whole cosmic order in 

which man is but an insignificant particle; it is the incarnated Immanent Will 

dictating almost everything. In his brilliant, Study of Thomas Hardy, reprinted 

in Phoenix, D.H Lawrence wonderfully evokes the role of Egdon Heath in The 

Return of the Native: “What is the real stuff of tragedy in the book? It is the 



Heath. It is the primitive primal earth, where the instinctive life heaves up.  Out 

of the body of this crude earth are born Eustacia, Wildeve, Mistress Yeobright, 

Clym and all the others. They are one year’s accidental crop. What matters if 

some are drowned, or dead, and others preaching & married? The Heath 

persists.” Yet Egdon is not futile. It cannot be futile, for “it is eternal. What is 

futile is the purpose of man.” 

 The heath, in fact, provides a special dimension to the action. The 

human drama of ambition, idealism, frustration, suffering & death are enacted 

against the vast and grand back ground of Egdon. The rustics are parts of the 

landscape. Soaked in the tradition and beliefs of the heath, Christian Cantle, 

Grander Cantle, Timothy Fairway and other rustics are spiritually identified 

with it. The then peasants dance in August. As it were, time is telescoped; the 

centuries slip by; they behave as their ancestors did. 

 Different characters in the novel fare differently; their fate more or less 

determined by their attitude to the heath. The characters that are cut off from 

nature are all undone in one way or the other. Eustacia hates the heath; she is 

an outsider and has a basic incongruity with it, and naturally is crushed by it. 

Because Clym is a native of Egdon Heath, it is friendly and genial to him. Its 

prosperity, its oppressive horizontality gives him a sense of equality; whereas 

in its adversity, the heath swallows him up as a furze- cutter. The reddleman 

can be said to represent the spirit of Egdon. He uses Egdon as an ally against 

Wildeve tracing his whereabouts and helping Thomasin. In the novel only the 

reddleman and Thomasin can be half-way happy--- chiefly because they are 

content with the humble uninspiring life, and belong to the heath. Wildeve 

also belongs to it, but he behaves recklessly, he forfeits his claim to live in the 

Egdon Heath. 

 Egdon again is the scene of action of the novel. All the crucial events 

take place on it. To name some, Eustacia leads Wildeve to the village festival 

and again on the Rainbarrow when the rustics light a bonfire, the game of dice 

is played here and Mrs Yeobright meets her tragic death. 

Hardy apparently saw in the heath not only a black open stage setting for the 

neo-Greek drama he proposed to unfold, but an opportunity to achieve an 

approximation to the classic unity of place. The difficulty, according to a 

celebrated critic about Egdon is the way in which it constantly threatens to 

move from background to foreground. It is a question of undue excessive 



importance given to the heath. “It is just that it is overdone in its tragic 

possibility,” Contends George Wing, “in its evocation as a protagonist in this 

dark love-story.” But then, without Egdon The Return of the Native would not 

hold together. This story could not run its course anywhere except amid the 

solitudes of Egdon. It is an intrinsic part of Hardy’s vision of life, an extended 

symbol of the deterministic force that shapes and moulds human characters.  

The vast unexplored morality of life itself, what we call the ‘immorality of 

nature’, surrounds us in its eternal incomprehensibility because of the Egdon 

Heath. Perhaps because of this primarily, E. M. Forster says, “Hardy seems to 

me essentially a poet”. 

 

 


