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Do you recall one autumn night,
We stood by the sea-side,
And marked a little vessel tost
Upon the foaming tide?
Critical readers have sometimes alighted on

verses such as this in order to deride L.E.L. for
producing poetry of surface or artifice, marked
by undiscriminating volume and a thinness
that is revealed by any careful reading. This is
the poetry of the popular 1820s annual:
ephemeral, occasional and, by implication,
disappointingly female in its tendencies and
preoccupations.

Miller turns this reading of L.E.L. on its
head, underscoring the quiet misogyny of
facile dismissals of an oeuvre which repre-
sents the tortured double standard imposed on
countless generations of women. “Letitia’s
theatrics as L.E.L. were rooted in her compro-
mised subjectivity in a society that rendered
the fallen woman null and void”, she argues.
Thus she reads the poet’s most popular work,
The Improvisatrice (1824), not, as one male
critic has, as a specimen of “rubbishy senti-
mentality”, but as an exercise in sophisticated
high camp – an idealization of female abjec-
tion which draws attention to its own naivety.
She compares L.E.L. to Heinrich Heine, and
identifies her as an exponent of what she terms
a “Romantic irony that is more wretched in its
emptiness than the tragic sentiments it erects
only to mock and deconstruct”.

Not all readers will agree with the claims
Miller makes for L.E.L.’s significance, but it is
hard to dispute that the very ephemerality of
L.E.L.’s work makes her a peculiarly appropri-
ate spokeswoman for a literary age marked
by artifice. L.E.L. came to maturity just as the
voices of Shelley, Keats and Byron faded away
and her life was over by the time the dominant
figures of the Victorian novel made their
names. Her nearest literary contemporaries
were Edward Bulwer, Lady Blessington and
the young Disraeli, all of whose early work
shared in the neglect accorded to hers. From the
late 1820s, the whiff of scandal attached to
L.E.L. barred her from more respectable draw-
ing rooms; the majority of her acquaintances
were drawn from the raffish circles surrounding
the Bulwers and a small circle of equally shady
figures. Mary Anne Wyndham Lewis, who sub-
sequently married Disraeli and courted scandal
herself, gave her dresses and jewellery, and the
art critic Samuel Carter Hall abetted her rela-
tionship with Jerdan. Jerdan himself never
acknowledged the central role L.E.L. played in
his emotional life, and, throughout the period in
which she conceived and bore his children, he
remained with his wife and legitimate children,
escorting his mistress to parties before return-
ing to the family home while she sought sanctu-
ary in attic lodgings nearby.

The brand of “L.E.L.”, meanwhile, became
a family business, monetized by Jerdan until,
in Miller’s words, Letitia’s “prolific output
was reconfigured as industrial production”. As
the literary annuals in which L.E.L.’s poetry
appeared declined in popularity, so too did her
reputation, and Jerdan’s bankruptcy and the
eventual collapse of his marriage threatened
her ability to live independently. Jerdan
responded to the end of his marriage by taking
a new mistress with whom he kept house and
had multiple children; by the mid-1830s,
L.E.L. was considered by many of those who
knew something of her to be an object of pity.
Leigh Hunt wrote that “she lived in perpetual
fear of what the world will say of her”.

With her ability to survive fatally compro-
mised by her relationship with Jerdan, his
exploitation of her earnings and by changing
literary fashions, she had little option but to
grasp any possibility of escape that emerged.
In 1836 she met George Maclean, who made
her a half-hearted offer of marriage. All the evi-
dence suggests that Maclean rapidly repented
of his offer, but L.E.L.’s position was too com-
promised for her to allow him to withdraw.
They were married on June 7, 1838, and shortly
after the wedding they sailed together for West
Africa, so that Maclean could resume his work
as governor of Cape Coast Castle, the most
important British trading fort on the coast.

Maclean’s story opens up a further site of
forgotten history in the panorama of L.E.L.’s
biography. Histories of Britain in the nine-
teenth century tend to draw a straight line
between the abolition of the slave trade in
1807 and the abolition of the institution of
slavery in the British Empire in 1833.
Maclean’s career and L.E.L.’s residence at
Cape Coast Castle encompass a murkier and
more accurate account of a transitional histori-
cal period. Before 1807, the castle that became
L.E.L.’s home had served both as a venue for
a slave market and as a prison for slaves held
in dungeons. After abolition, the British gov-
ernment considered withdrawing from the
region but decided against doing so after
receiving the testimony of two conflicting
groups: abolitionists who wanted the army
to uphold the ban through force; and British
merchants who were growing what they
ambiguously termed a “legitimate trade” in
commodities with West Africa. In 1836, when
George Maclean was governor, the merchants
were accused of breaking an 1824 law pre-
venting any trade that brought a secondary
benefit to the slave traders, and an allegation
was made that the storage facilities at the cas-
tle were being used to hold goods designed for
use in the slave trade. Maclean was accused of
knowingly allowing the law to be flouted, and
of treating indentured servants (whose condi-
tions were slave-like in every respect) with
cruelty. After L.E.L. died, some commenta-
tors attempted to present Maclean as a valiant
defender of abolition, but the reality Miller has
uncovered in Colonial Office records cover-
ing Maclean’s tenure gives the lie to this. Both
Maclean and L.E.L. were subjected to “slan-
der”, and in both cases that slander had some
foundation in reality. Both were caught in
and connived at the double standards of the
1820s and 30s, a period in which “eighteenth-
century laissez-faire and Victorian morality”
competed for supremacy.

L.E.L. lived for two months at Cape Coast
Castle. Shortly after her arrival she sent letters
home in which she described her new life in
purple prose; Miller characterizes these letters
as “her last exercise in puffery”. She had little
to say about the sight of a soldier standing
by with a bayonet while African prisoners
scrubbed her floors, or about the fact that it was
an open secret in the castle that her arrival had
necessitated the eviction of Maclean’s more
popular common-law wife. After her death,
rumours circulated that she had been murdered
by Maclean or one of his associates, but there
is little doubt that the dose that killed her was
self-administered. The great distance at which
she died contributed to the air of mystery that
surrounded her end, and in London competing
accounts of the circumstances of her final
weeks began to circulate. A report in The

Times alleged that her servant, Emily Bailey,
had been visited by threatening men who com-
pelled her to hand over all the documents she
had relating to her mistress. A few days later,
a further report stated that Emily Bailey had
withdrawn her allegations in the presence of
a police officer, evidently under considerable
pressure. The profile L.E.L.’s death brought to
Cape Coast Castle frightened the merchants
conducting illegal trade within its walls. Their
fears were borne out when the Colonial Office
sent out an inspector, Richard Madden, to
enquire into the matter. Madden wrote a
damning report, but found no substance to the
allegations of murder. His criticism of slave
trade-supporting illegality at the castle was
suppressed by the incoming Tory government
in 1841.

The literary circles that received news of
the death of L.E.L. in 1838 were markedly dif-
ferent from those in which she had launched
her career in 1820. The image of the poet
as Byronic devotee – living outside social
norms, following the dictates of passion rather
than convention – was giving way to an image
of the celebrity writer as an individual who was
industrious yet also committed to hearth and
home. Neither stereotype fully represented the
reality of individual lives or the complexity of
literary celebrity, but both exercised consider-
able power. In a fog of claim and counter-
claim L.E.L. herself disappeared once again,
the reality of her story hidden as surely as it
had once been by the initialled brand she and
Jerdan created.

When Maclean finally erected a plaque in
his wife’s memory at Cape Coast Castle, it was
not L.E.L. to whom he drew attention. Rather
it was himself, cast in the role of tragic victim.
“What you see, traveller, is a marble, / Vain,
alas, a monument of pain / Erected by her dole-
ful spouse.” “The Victorians wanted to forget
L.E.L., and yet she haunted them”, Miller con-
cludes. “She was the scapegoat whom the liter-
ary profession had had to eject in order to
recast itself in a more respectable mode. An
entire culture had been complicit in her rise
and fall.” The silences and occlusions in
L.E.L.’s story were born of necessity, but sus-
tained and enabled by the world that first cele-
brated and then rejected her. This biography is
testimony to her courage and resilience and to
the fact that she was far more than the creature
of men who expected her to fulfil the roles of
neophyte and siren simultaneously. Here bio-
graphical attention to sex illuminates the work
because it uncovers a story about survival, in
which a woman turned dissemblance and
poetic artifice into powerfully self-sustaining
tools. Despite the focus on the secrets of the
body on which this book hinges, L.E.L. repre-
sents a triumphant rebuke to Mr Mybug and his
theories. This is biography as liberation, in
which a woman’s story is allowed to stand on
its own terms. It sits firmly within a tradition of
seminal accounts of complex women – Claire
Tomalin’s The Invisible Woman, Amanda
Foreman’s Georgiana, Lucasta Miller’s own
Brontë Myth – in which the power of the genre
to bear witness to the complexity of women’s
lives is everywhere apparent. The last word
should go to L.E.L. herself: here she is in a
stanza written two months before her death,
during the voyage to Cape Coast Castle:

But thou hast sunk beneath the wave,
Thy radiant place unknown;
I seem to stand beside a grave,
And stand by it alone.

Biblical 
reverses

There is an episode in Jude the Obscure
when Sue asks Jude if she can make
him a “new” New Testament. She has

already done it for herself by cutting up and
rearranging all the gospels and epistles.
“Reading it afterwards made it twice as inter-
esting as before, and twice as understandable.”
Her lover, we are told, is perturbed. “‘H’m’,
said Jude, with a sense of sacrilege.” 

Sue’s act is a clue as to what Thomas Hardy
was up to in his four great tragic novels. He was
deliberatively inverting biblical plots. In each
book – The Return of the Native, The Mayor
of Casterbridge, Tess of the D’Urbervilles and
Jude the Obscure – Hardy took a particular
scriptural narrative and inverted it. It was the
most powerful way he knew to reflect his belief
that, as Angel Clare puts it in Tess, “God’s not
in his heaven; all’s wrong with the world”. 

Critics have long identified the subversive
strategies at work in Hardy’s tragic novels. In
The Hidden Hardy, Joe Fisher writes of the
author’s “sustained campaign of deception”.
Inside the Trojan horse of the “traded” text, “a
new and more subversive Hardy may be
found”. So, Hardy subtly introduces an
“unsound practice of femininity” – for exam-
ple, the strong, independent identity Sue
Bridehead forges apart from her husband – in
order to undermine the institution that under-
pins society, “the structure which maintains
the Structure” – marriage.

Readers and critics have seen many times
Hardy’s perfidious use of scriptural quotation.
Of the Bible, F. B. Pinion writes, “no other
book was so continually in [Hardy’s] mind”.
After Tess flees from Alec she encounters an
artisan who spends Sunday afternoons defac-
ing perfectly good country stiles. “THY,
DAMNATION, SLUMBERETH, NOT” (2
Peter 2:3) is the cheery verse he paints on a
wooden slat. Hardy doesn’t hold back: 

Some people might have cried “Alas, poor
Theology!” – the last grotesque phase of a creed
which had served mankind well in its time. But
the words entered Tess with accusatory horror. It
was as if this man had known her recent history;
yet he was a total stranger. 

Or when Jude draws on Paul’s Epistle to the
Romans to declare his love for Sue: 

I think and know you are my dear Sue, from
whom neither length nor breadth, nor things
present nor things to come can divide me! 
Ominously, perhaps, Hardy is here twisting

divine love (“neither height nor depth, nor
anything else in all creation will be able to sep-
arate us from the love of God”, Romans 8:39)
out of shape. The blasphemy, as the Hardy spe-
cialist Timothy Hands points out, warranted
Hardy’s omission of the passage from the seri-
alized version. And it could be argued that, in
his irreverence, Hardy was only taking his cue
from the Bible itself. On Easter Day, 1885, he
wrote in his diary:

JAMES MUMFORD

How Thomas Hardy 
plotted against God
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Easter Sunday. Evidence of art in biblical narra-
tives. They are written with watchful attention
(though disguised) as to their effect on the
reader. Their so-called simplicity is, in fact, the
simplicity of the highest cunning. … But in these
Bible lives and adventures there is spherical
completeness of perfect art. 

Hardy was nothing if not alert to how such spare
plots could be so metaphysically freighted; how
much could be revealed about the world by such
basic narrative building blocks. 

That Hardy twists the scripture he quotes has
been picked up on. That he was doing this at a 
more fundamental level, at the level of plot, has
gone largely unremarked. This is strange, con-
sidering the close attention critics have paid to
the aesthetic priority Hardy afforded to plot.
E. M. Forster wrote in Aspects of the Novel
that “Hardy arranges events with emphasis on
causality, the ground-plan is a plot, and the
characters are ordered to acquiesce in its
requirements”. In 1975, Dale Kramer devoted a
whole study, Thomas Hardy: The forms of trag-
edy, to Hardy’s organization of narrative. “It is
through Hardy’s designs”, Kramer contended, 
“and through the control they exercise upon the
novels, that his concepts of tragedy acquire 
vitality and specialness”. And last year came
The Wessex Project in which Kester Rattenbury
traced the ways in which Hardy’s training as an
architect prepared him for a career as a novelist.

“It had a lonely face, suggesting tragical
possibilities …”. Much has been made of the
extraordinary landscape description that
opens The Return of the Native. Gone is the
charming beauty of the earlier novels’ scenery.
Out with cosy; in with desolate. Hardy con-
jures “the vast tract of unenclosed wild known
as Egdon Heath” whose “lover” was the storm
and “friend”, the wind. The setting establishes
the prevailing mood of the novel – what one
contemporary reviewer called its “gloomy
fatalism”. In its midst, Hardy works in this ref-
erence: “The untameable, Ishmaelitish thing
that Egdon Heath now was it always had been.
Civilization was its enemy”. The allusion is to
Abraham’s bastard son Ishmael. The story
goes like this: Sarah, Abraham’s wife, can’t
conceive; Abraham can’t wait; Abraham
sleeps with Hagar (Sarah’s maidservant);
Hagar gets pregnant; Sarah finds out; Sarah
banishes Hagar; Hagar delivers Ishmael in the
desert; Hagar and Ishmael return; Hagar is
re-banished, thus returning Ishmael to his
native abode. Yet the nadir of the story is not its
end. Back in the desert, they run out of water,
and Hagar cries: “Do not let me look on the
death of the child!” Yahweh hears her cry and
an angel duly appears to provide water. 

In The Return of the Native (1878) Hardy
reworks this story. Eustacia, like Hagar, is
“forced to abide” on the heath. She is trapped;
condemned to live with her grandfather; and
then married to Clym Yeobright, who has
returned to his native home. The difference is
that Hardy will not grant his heroine the res-
cue. At the end, Digory Venn, the “angel” of
the heath, is unable to save Eustacia as he had
once saved the distressed Thomasin. 

The Mayor of Casterbridge (1886), mean-
while, consists of a novel Hardy didn’t write. 
One about a family reunion. For a long time, we
think he has written it. But he is toying
with us. We are led to believe that Michael Hen-
chard, the man who sells his family into slavery
is, having repented of his great crime, fully rec-
onciled to them. But Hardy frustrates our expec-
tations, and in so doing reverses a biblical plot.

you are another.” Hardy insists on both the
rank hypocrisy of the accuser – her “confes-
sion” is provoked by Angel’s own admission
of promiscuity – and the fact that “Tess had no
advocate to set him right”. This sense of injus-
tice becomes a theme. 

The accumulation of accusers. The gradual
encirclement. What is the provenance of this
plot? Only at the end does Hardy show his
hand. Angel is said to have “thought of the
woman taken and set in the midst of one
deserving to be stoned”. He has taken a dis-
crete episode from John 8 and stretched it into
a story sustained over time. The Woman
Caught in Adultery – brought out “before a
group” while the male transgressor is absent –
provided the perfect form for exploring the
hypocrisy of Victorian patriarchy. In the New
Testament story, there is a deux ex machina.
Jesus’s admonition that “he who is without sin
cast the first stone” is devastatingly effective.
For Tess there can be no such last-minute res-
cue from on high. Society throws its stones. 

“I’ve waited with the patience of Job and I
don’t see I’ve got anything by my self-denial.”
In Jude the Obscure (1895), the only language
Jude finds adequate to express his suffering
comes from the Book of Job. Rejected by
Christminster, what does Jude graffiti on its
wall? “I have understanding as well as you. I am
not inferior to you; yea, who knoweth not such
things as these.” When Jude is dying, what is the
text that he whispers, the text that is drowned
out by the clamour of his contemporaries?

“Let the day perish wherein I was born ...”

(Hurrah!)
“Let the day be darkness; let not God regard it
from above … let no joyful voice come therein.”
(Hurrah!)
“Why died I not from the womb?”
Critics, certainly, have spotted this. In

Thomas Hardy: The offensive truth, John
Goode writes that the Book of Job “becomes
Jude’s voice of protest; among the many invo-
cations of the Bible, it is the privileged text of
protest”. What Goode misses out is that it is
the story, and not merely the language of Job,
Hardy is playing with. The denouement of Job
is the appearance of God, who arrives to exon-
erate his servant and restore his fortunes (“Lord
blessed the latter days of Job more than his
beginning”). Hardy excises this ending; refuses
the consolation. 

In her magisterial biography, Claire Tomalin
acknowledges the mystery of Hardy’s profound
pessimism. “More than most writers he knew
how to keep an absolute division, a closed and
barred door between the polite and quietly spo-
ken person who enjoyed London society, and
the raging, wounded inner self who chastised 
the values of the world he despised.” Perhaps, 
then, his reversal of biblical plots was a private
joke; some kind of catharsis. But I believe he 
had a wider purpose: to challenge docility. For
if there was to be any hope for humanity it lay in
overhauling institutional religion, in mankind 
moving on to take matters into its own hands. 
The neatly providential plots, “these biblical 
lives and adventures”, fundamentally mischar-
acterized the warp and woof of the world.

“I’ll take my tools, and go my ways. ’Tis as
simple as scripture history.” And with that,
Henchard, ventriloquizing Hardy’s reflections
from the previous Easter, pawns his wife and
daughter to a sailor named Newson. Henchard
continues: “I take the money: the sailor takes
you. That’s plain enough. It has been done else-
where – and why not here?” The question is the
“elsewhere” Hardy had on his mind. I believe it
is this: “Then Judah said to his brothers, ‘What
profit is there if we kill our brother and conceal
his blood? Come, let us sell him” (Genesis
37:26). Jealous of Jacob’s favouring of his son
Joseph, his brothers agree to Judah’s plot; haul
Joseph up from the well; spot some marauding
Midianites; bank £600. But, of course, that isn’t
the end of the story. Joseph goes to Egypt; is
quickly promoted from prisoner to prime min-
ister. And when his brothers eventually come
knocking, he avows and forgives them, and, in
one of the most moving episodes in the Hebrew
Bible, the family is reunited. “[Joseph] wept
so loudly that the Egyptians and Pharaoh’s
household heard him.”

Hardy eventually gives away that he is play-
ing with the Genesis story in Chapter XIX.
When Henchard discloses to the unsuspecting
Elizabeth-Jane that he thinks he is her father,
Hardy writes: “She tried to stand up and con-
front him trustfully; but could not; she was
troubled at his presence, like his brothers at the
avowal of Joseph”. Hardy has reversed the
roles – the avowal has come from Henchard,
the guilty party. More fundamentally, though,
Hardy reverses the plot. Henchard remarries
his wife, but she quickly dies. He confesses all
to Elizabeth-Jane but then finds out she is not
his daughter, after all. The child passed long
ago. Hardy has thwarted the family reunion
we have been led to expect. The tears to be
wept are not for joy. 

Which biblical narrative is Hardy manipu-
lating in Tess of the D’Urbervilles (1891)?
Consider the organization of the novel. Plac-
ing Tess’s violation at the beginning of his
novel allows Hardy to shape a plot around the
accumulation of accusers – they arrive at inter-
vals rather than all at once. They begin to circle
as early as her return from Tantridge. Her fel-
low parishioners are first. Angel Clare joins
their ranks as soon as he discovers Tess’s his-
tory. “Forgiveness”, he declares, “does not
apply to the case. You were one person; now
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