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Minor Characters in The Return of the Native

Hardy uses minor characters both to advance the plot and to expose theme. In The Return of the Native Christian Cantle and Charley are two characters employed for such a purpose. These two characters have a profound impact on plot development; they are responsible for major events even though their roles are small. Furthermore, they are used to expose the recurrent themes of the novel: fate and chance, superstition, and willful ignorance.

Christian Cantle is an awkward, superstitious young man who works for Mrs. Yeobright. Christian provides comic relief throughout the novel, and has an acute effect on the plot on several occasions in the novel. The first of these occurs when he is entrusted to deliver the 100 Guinea’s to Thomasin and Clement Yeobright. Mrs. Yeobright “charged him to go to Mistover, and on no account to delivery [the money] into anyone’s hands save her son’s and Thomasin’s” (222). Yet, nonetheless, Christian foolishly gambles away the money to Wildeve. Consequently, when Christian eventually tells Mrs. Yeobright of the incident, he creates even more havoc. He tells her that Wildeve “said [Mrs. Yeobright] ought to have gied Mr. Clym’s share to Eustacia, and that’s perhaps what he’ll do himself” (241). This contributes even further to the degeneration of the family relationships, as Mrs. Yeobright confronts Eustacia regarding the whereabouts of the money. Christian also has a great effect on the plot when he visits Clym to bring news of Thomasin’s newborn and Clym takes the opportunity to ask Christian if he saw his mother before she died. Christian tells Clym that he “zeed his mother the morning of the same day she died” (313) and that she was going to see Clym. This obscure fact prompts Clym to further investigate the day of his mother’s death, and eventually leads to the realization that his mother was refused entrance by Eustacia who was at home with another man. Christian actions become indirectly responsible for the splintering of Clym’s and Eustacia’s marriage and Eustacia and Wildeve’s eventual demise.


Christian’s character is an essential element of Theme realization. He is used by hardy to demonstrate themes of superstition, chance, and fate. “Christian’s fatalism finds an outlet in melancholy and weariness of life” (Normalverbraucher). Christian believes that it is his fate to be without a wife and there is nothing he can do: “’Twas to be if ’twas, I suppose. I can’t help it” (Hardy 31). Christian also embodies Hardy’s theme of superstition; he is surely one of the heath’s most superstitious characters. Christian was born at new moon and local superstition says that “a boy never comes to anything that’s born at new moon” (32). Fairway tells Christian, “No moon, no man. ’Tis one of the truest sayings ever spit out” (32). Christian also reinforces the theme of chance; it is coincidentally that he visits Clym to spread news of ‘little Eustacia’ and even more by chance that Christian knows of Mrs. Yeobright’s intention to see Clym on the day of her death. Christian is a party to the theme of coincidence present throughout the novel.

Charley is a young man who works for the Vye’s and is hopelessly in love with Eustacia Vye. Although he has a relatively small role in the novel he has a large impact upon the plot of the story when he accepts Eustacia’s offer to take his part in the play: “Ill swear to do the best to let you take my place without anybody knowing” (Hardy 131). This enables Eustacia to attend the Yeobright party so as to be able to see Clym, the man with whom she has become infatuated before even meeting. Charley again has an extremely important role when he notices Eustacia gazing at the pistols above Captain Vye’s bed. He proceeds to lock the guns away in the stable because, “[He] could not bear to leave them in [Eustacia’s] way. There was meaning in [her] look at them” (Hardy 333). 
Charley thus prevents Eustacia’s suicide at this earlier point but indirectly causes the additional death of Damon Wildeve at the conclusion of the novel.

Charley personifies the recurrent theme of delusion/willful ignorance. His love for Eustacia is constant yet is completely unreturned; however, this bothers him little, as he is willfully blind to this fact. Charley’s infatuation over Eustacia is evident throughout the story; for example, when he agrees to let Eustacia take his place as a mummer in exchange for 15 minutes of holding her hand. When Charley learns of her death, his broken heart could only utter “a feeble, indistinct sound” (373). And later, when Clym gives him a lock of Eustacia’s hair to remember her by, Charley’s eyes fill with tears and he says “O, Mr. Clym, how good you are to me” (398). Charley continues to love Eustacia even after her death. Also, Charley is another representation of the recurrent theme of coincidence; for it is coincidentally that, charley and the mummers were practicing at Eustacia’s home, so as to give her an opportunity to meet Clym.

Overall, Hardy often advances the plot and exposes theme by the introduction and characterization of the minor rustic characters in the novel. These characters which are, by comparison, simpler than the main characters, still have a profound effect upon both the plot and overall theme.
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