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1. Introduction

Oben: 3 cm Rand
SYMBOL 173 \f "Symbol"
SYMBOL 175 \f "Symbol"
Rechts: 2 cm Rand
SYMBOL 172 \f "Symbol" SYMBOL 174 \f "Symbol"
SYMBOL 172 \f "Symbol" Links: 5 cm Rand SYMBOL 174 \f "Symbol"
Kursivschrift ist für Romantitel obligato​risch.

Anführungszeichen: Einzelne Wörter nur dann in Anführ​ungs​zeichen, wenn sie als Zitate zu verstehen sind.

Thomas Hardy's novels are all set in ''Wessex'', a quasi-mythical region in southern and south-west England. The native community of this area had always been of particular interest to Hardy, and in The Return of the Native the ''rustics'' play a more important role for the work than in most other Hardy novels, especially in the later works.

Fußnote 1: Entleh​nungen , die keine wörtlichen Zitate enthalten, müssen gleichwohl - mit Quel​len​angaben  -kenntlich gemacht werden.

Die Fußnotenziffern werden hochgestellt und stehen ggf. hinter dem Satzzeichen.

The Return of the Native is remarkable, among other aspects, for the integration of the minor characters into the main plot of the novel. The paper at hand will try to analyse the role these ''rustic'' characters play in the novel. This will be done on the levels of setting, character, point of view, plot, and theme. It will be shown that the significance of the minor characters is not limited to providing mere background scenery or local colour. Rather, they are integrated on all levels of the novel and provide Hardy with many opportunities to bring his intentions home to the reader, as the final subchapter will elaborate.

2. The minor characters within the structure of the novel

Fußnoten:
Enthalten die Seiten​zahl und die vollstän​digen biblio​graphi​schen An​gaben jeder Quelle, wenn diese zum ersten Mal er​wähnt wird.

Anführungszeichen  wer​den für Aufsatz​titel ver​wendet. 

Kur​​​siv​schrift (engl. 'italics')  verwendet man für 

- den Titel eines Bu​ches oder einer Zeit​schrift,

- eigene Hervorhebun​gen in einem wörtli​chen Zitat (solche Her​vorhe​bungen werden ge​kenn​​zeichnet durch 'My italics.' und das Namenskürzel des Ver​fassers).

Fußnote 2: Wörtliche Zitate werden in An​füh​rungs​zeichen gesetzt. Die Quelle wird in der Fußnote ge​nannt.

Der Originalwortlaut kann u.U. mit geringfügigen grammatikalischen Veränderungen zitiert werden. Diese werden durch eckige Klammern gekennzeichnet.

2.1. Setting

The Return of the Native is set on Egdon Heath, a vast area in Hardy's fictitious Wessex. All the dramatic twists and turns of the plot occur on the heath, which takes on the form of a closed microcosm of human existence.

While some critics have claimed that the heath itself may be regarded as the major character itself,
 the role of the heath-people must not be neglected. Those rustics set the stage on which the main characters enact their tragedy, and yet they are more than ''bush[es] on legs''.

Unten: 2 cm Rand
SYMBOL 173 \f "Symbol"
SYMBOL 175 \f "Symbol"
The relationship of the natives towards the heath has been a subject of Hardy scholarship for some time. While older critics claimed that the heath-people live in harmony with nature,
 more recent criticsm has come to acknowledge that this relationship is all but harmonious, pointing out that the heath is ''doomed to decay'' from the very beginning of the novel.

Zitate, die vier Zeilen lang oder länger sind, werden 

SYMBOL 45 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h eingerückt

SYMBOL 45 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h engzeilig

SYMBOL 45 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h mit kleinerer Schrift

gesetzt.

Sie haben keine An​führungs​zeichen.

Indeed, there are several hints in The Return of the Native that the relationship of the rustics towards the heath is at best ambiguous. At the very beginning, after lighting the bonfires, the natives are set against the primeval natural powers of the heath, which are described in a destructive fashion:

(Return, p. 66): Wenn sehr häufig aus ein und demselben literarischen Werk zitiert wird, wird die Seitenzahl in Klam​mern direkt nach dem Zitat und mit Hilfe eines leicht verständlichen Kürzels angegeben; hier Return. Dieses Verfahren muß in einer Fußnote erläutert werden. Siehe Fußnote 2.
Wenn viele Abkürzun​gen dieser Art verwendet werden sollen, empfiehlt es sich, der Arbeit ein gesondertes Abkürzugs​verzeichnnis voran​zustel​len.

It seemed as if the bonfire-makers were standing in some radiant upper storey of the world, detached from and independent of the dark stretches below. The heath down there was now a vast abyss and no longer a continuation of what they stood on; for their eyes, adapted to the blaze, could see nothing of the deep beyond its in​fluence. (Return, p. 66)

The fire in this context alienates the rustics from their native soil; they do not seem to be part of the heath any longer. [ . . . ]

Another revealing passage of the text is the description of the state of the heath when Mrs. Yeobright and Olly Dowden make for the town:

Down, downward they went, and yet further down - their descent at each step seeming to outmeasure their advance. Their skirts were scratched noisily by the furze, their shoulders brushed by the ferns, which, though dead and dry, stood erect as when alive, no sufficient winter weather having as yet arrived to beat them down. (Return, p. 86)

This descent from the heath back into town resembles a descent into hell.
 Here again the heath is pictured in opposition to human civilization.

Fußnote 3: Quellen, die nicht direkt, son​dern nur aus anderen Schriften zi​tiert wer​den, müssen auch als solche kenntlich ge​macht werden. Dies ge​schieht durch den Zusatz 'quoted in:' (dt. 'zitiert nach:')

[ . . . ]

Fußnote 4: Wenn eine Schrift zum wiederhol​ten Mal in einer Fußnote er​wähnt wird, macht man nicht die vollstän​digen bibliographischen An​gaben sondern wählt eine geignete, leicht ver​ständliche  Kurz​form. Mitunter genügt allein der Name des Autors (Im Falle meh​rerer Autoren genügt mit​unter der erste Name und der Zusatz et al. (= und andere).

(Vgl. auch die folgenden Fußnoten, insbesondere Fußnote 13).

Unlike the main characters, the rustics have come to accept the limitations the heath imposes upon them. They have to live off the heath. On the other hand, the main characters, in their struggle to escape or to reform the living conditions of the rural community, fail in the end, as the example of Clym suggests. This can be judged as Hardy taking sides with what has been termed ''the old world'' of the natives, which tries to resist the infiltration of modernity as best it can.
 Hardy's scepticism of the process of modernizing the traditional ways of life is obvious, although he has to admit that rural life is already inevitably on its way to modernisation.

2.2. Characters

Following the usual distinction between main characters and minor characters, the rustics in The Return of the Native may be analysed regarding their relationship towards the main characters, as well as regarding their relationship towards each other. [ . . . ]

On the whole, they stand for continuity, the preservation of custom and tradition, and much of what constitutes ''the old world''. Although it has been proved that Hardy did not idealize this world against the ''new world'' ideas of Clym's social and educational reforms,
 the stability of the rustic community is certainly an indicator of the fragility of modern society. Simply by being there in the novel, the rustics make the major characters with their emotional and intellectual uncertainty seem like a critical and endangered species.
 The rustics may be simple, but they are content with this simplicity.

From an ethical point of view, the minor characters represent ''a still more limited and earlier stage of moral and intellectual evolution. They represent older, less conscious forms of fear and aspiration.''
 Thus, they bring in the historical dimen​sion of human behaviour on the way to modernity and a contrast to the main char​acters with their more advanced, reflecting views on philosophical matters like life, death, and aspiration.

Fußnoten 7, 8, 10, 11, 12: 
Die Quellen wurden hier nur in einer leicht ver​ständ​lichen Kurzform angegeben, da sie in voll​ständiger Form schon vorher erwähnt wurden.

Fußnote 10: Hier kann sogar auf den Namen des Autors verzichtet wer​den, die Angabe des Titels reicht.

Fußnoten 8 und 11: Kurzform eines Aufsatz​titels, des​halb auch hier wieder An​füh​rungs​zeichen. 
On the individual level, these ideas become vividly apparent in the figure of Chris​tian Cantle. [ . . . ] His helplessness and fatalism find an outlet in melancholy and weariness of life - a state shared by many of his fellow countrymen, which is ex​pressed by Olly Dowden in her proverbial saying ''What's done cannot be undone''
 and which Clym fails to reform. [ . . . ]

The difference between Clym and Christian is that while Christian's fate is depicted in a comical way, Clym's is shown as tragical.

Grandfer Cantle is a person who can recall his days of military glory quite well. He loves singing and dancing and enjoys the company of people. In his clinging to the past he is the counterpart to Eustacia, who tries to escape from the past and her living conditions into what she dreams will be a whirling social life in Paris.

Johnny Nunsuch is not the only one to nurse a superstitious fear of the reddleman. We have seen that superstition is an important character trait of Christian Cantle, and most of the rustic community, to various degrees. His feelings to Mrs. Yeo​bright are ambiguous, he fears her like Eustacia, but is also indifferent to her fate like Clym is temporarily.
 [ . . . ]

It must be conceded that there are also rustic characters who have overcome this primitive superstitious dependence. When Timothy Fairway refuses to believe that Eustacia be a witch, he shows an enlightened mind, which his regular attendance to church obviously does not harm the way Christian's mind is twisted.
 [ . . . ]

The function of the rustic conversations as a kind of comic ''relief to the sad 'twilight' tinge''
 of the main characters has to be mentioned as well. They do not experience the emotions and inner conflicts in a comparable mood.

To sum up, the minor characters, with their traditions, form a contrast to the so​phisticated, educated, ''modern'' main characters. It is by their relevance as a meas​ure of the ordinary life so far that we come to appreciate fully the emotional crisis and intellectual disturbances of modern man. The dichotomy between the old and the new is one of the recurrent themes of Hardy's fiction and poetry.

Fußnote 13: Ibid. (dt. 'Ebd.) bedeutet: Hier wird aus derselben Quelle und von dersel​ben Seite zitiert wie in der vorher​gehen​den Fußnote. 

Zu beachten: Kur​sivschrift wird auch für fremdsprachliche Fachausdrücke (z.B. aus dem Lateinischen) sowie ihre Abkürzungen ver​wendet.

Fußnote 16: passim =  'verstreut', 'an meh​reren Stellen''.

As Lance St John Butler has suggested, The Return of the Native takes a middle position in Hardy's oeuvre. While the earlier novels depicted the minor characters quite extensively, in the later novels Hardy increasingly concentrates on fewer characters. Already in The Return of the Native, the ''chorus element'' is weakened in favour of the ''environmental element'', namely the extensive description of the heath.

2.3. Point of view

It has been discussed frequently that the structure of The Return of the Native resembles ancient tragedy much more closely than most of what Hardy wrote in his life.
 His numerous allusions to ancient mythology and history, the approximated unity of time and place (the action takes a year and a day, the novel is set completely on Egdon Heath), and the structure of the novel in five books corresponding to the five acts of classical tragedy render evidence of this. Therefore, the rustics function in a way similar to the chorus in classical tragedy, as an epic equivalent of the chorus.

As has been stated, the rustics do not sympathize enough with the tragedy to be called a chorus within the classical connotations of the term,
 but on the whole the parallels are too obvious to cast them aside. The role of the rustics for Hardy's employment of point of view in the novel, then, must be analysed against the background of the functions of the antique chorus. [ . . . ]

2.4. Plot

Another important function of the rustics in the novel is their status as carriers of action and embodiment of fate.

As Irving Howe and others have criticized, rather too many twists of the plot depend on the rustics, who are not designed for so important a role.
 Examples of this can readily be given: the role of the boy Johnny Nunsuch, who actively contributes to the death of Mrs. Yeobright without even being capable of understanding it; [ . . . ]

2.5. Theme

Fußnote 17: op. cit. = 'im zitierten Werk'. Ein Hinweis an den Leser, daß die genannte Per​son (hier: Paterson) bereits an früherer Stelle als Autor oder Herausgeber einer Schrift genannt wurde und auch in der Bibli​ographie aufgeführt ist.

Beside the functions mentioned, the rustics give Hardy also a good opportunity for bringing home his intentions to the reader. Hardy's views on religion, superstition, and education may be briefly discussed as representative of his intentions before drawing a final conclusion.

2.5.1. Religion

Eckige Klammern kenn​zeichnen, daß die Auslassung vom Ver​fasser vorgenommen wurde. Runde Klam​mern würden bedeuten, daß die Auslassung in der zitierten Schrift auch im Original vorhanden ist.

The rustics still cling to old superstitious belief, and although some have come to accept Christianity and go to church regularly,
 ''Christianity has cast only a veneer''
 over the superstitious beliefs that live on in the minds of the people. Despite some examples for a growing consciousness of Christian religion, the peas​ants on the whole are still ''pagans at heart [...], unmoved by any deep belief in Christian theology'';
 their beliefs are still based on superstition.

2.5.2. Superstition

[ . . . ]

2.5.3. Education

[ . . . ]

3. Conclusion

Fußnote 22: ibd. = ibidem = ebenda = in demselben Werk wie in der vorhergehenden Fußnote genannt.

Fußnote 20: cf. = confer = vergleiche.

As we have seen, the minor characters are given considerable space by Hardy to develop certain ideas and motifs. On all levels, they are constant companions of the main characters and fulfil several intentions: as contrasting characters they direct the reader's intentions to the systems of values and morals of the main characters; as a community they provide the necessary (comic) relief from the tragedy that permeates the lives of the tragic main characters; as a kind of epic equivalent of a ''chorus'' they introduce the characters and comment on them and their ambitions. Their constant and stable appearance lends the novel not only a regional touch that goes far beyond the mere historic and background function that Hardy might have introduced them for in the first place,
 it also gives the reader insight into how the mind of rural man worked in the 19th century and how he coped with the chal​lenges to his established world-view. In fact the minor characters represent an alternative to the emotionally and intellectually critical world of the main characters, and in that respect they are a major factor for the success of the novel.
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