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I. The Literary Tradition 

In an 1836 letter to her schoolfellow and lifelong friend Ellen Nussey, Charlotte Bronte 

writes, 

Ellen it is my nature to seek repose in some calm, tranquil idea and 

I have now summoned up your image to give me rest. There you 

sit, upright and still in your black dress and white scarf-your pale, 

marble-like face-looking so serene and kind. If we should be 

separated ... I should call up the memory of my youthful days and 

what a melancholy pleasure I should feel in dwelling on the 

recollection of my ... Ellen Nussey. (The Letters of Charlotte 

Bronte, 153) 

In her depiction of female friendship, Bronte channels the same intense focus on physical 

appearance that crops up in much of Victorian literature. Charles Dickens casts Esther 

Summerson as an idealized "angel" of his novel Bleak House: self-sacrificing, modest, and self-

effacing (Dickens, 889).2 Esther's friendship with Ada follows similarly, as their relationship is 

characterized in terms of physical focus and adoration, suggesting the intimate link between 

feminine ideals and feminine friendship present in Victorian literature. Esther continually refers 

to Ada as her "darling," or "my beautiful girl," and in a particularly poignant scene, Ada throws 

open her windows and smiles at Esther, "as if she would have kissed me from that distance" 

2 This is a reference to Coventry Patmore's poem, "Angel in the House," which informed 
pervasive feminine, bourgeois ideals in the Victorian moment and coined the term, which 
Dickens here converses with. 
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(143). When Ada leaves Esther to marry Richard, Esther laments, "it almost seemed to me that I 

had lost my Ada for ever. fwas so lonely, and so blank without her" (755). 
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Yet even as Dickens characterizes this central female relationship in terms of aesthetic 

pleasure and physicality, there exists still an element of deeply emotional and fulfilling intimacy 

that permeates female friendships within Bleak House. Jenny, an impoverished and minimal 

character, forces Esther to recognize the emotional aspect her own homosocial relationships 

perhaps lack. Esther watches Jenny's "ugly friend" console her in the wake of her child's death: 

"I thought it very touching to see these two women, coarse and shabby and beaten, so united; to 

see what they could be to one another; to see how they felt for one another; how the heart of ~ach 

to each was softened by the hard trials oftheir lives" (160-161). Notably, these women exist 

outside of the high-class landscape Esther and Ada occupy, suggesting that these emotionally 

substantive relationships do indeed exist, but perhaps not under the inhibiting social parameters 

other women in the novel face. Such moments bring to light similar dynamics in Esther and 

Ava's relationship: even in a novel whose central homosocial relationship can be classified in 

terms of a seemingly vapid physical focus, emotional depth lies under the surface. Even as 

Esther closes her narrative with a depiction of the "diviner quality" of Ada's face transformed by 

"sorrow," the two women remember each other in their "prayers" and share Ada's child, who 

says he has "two mamas" (934). 



,. -·~-

4 

II. Literary Departures 

Villette and Tess rifilli~:I:UrlJ.e'TVzlles, spanning early to late Victorianism-1853 to 
• ~ - -· ·.., A ' 

1891--depart from this continuum of superficial admiration and idealized intimacy to reimagine 

Victorian female friendship in unconventional ways. Recruiting tonal poeticism and innovative 

social thinking, these two narratives represent novel modes of female friendship that give full 

voice to its distinctive primacy in women's lives. Though these novels channel certain 

conventions of feminine sociability, they also depart significantly from modes of feminine 

friendship represented elsewhere in Victorian literature, perhaps seeming to devalue or 

deprioritize feminine bonds. However, both Villette and Tess of the D 'Urbervilles include non-

human actors as agents of feminine friendship-things such as the distance between people and 

natural spaces-in order to depart from social convention. Ultimately, with this reimagining of 

what constitutes feminine intimacy, these novels prioritize female bonds, many times over the 

masculine bonds they are seen to augment. 

Charlotte Bronte's Villette (1853) boldly refuses the marriage plot, yet it similarly refuses 

female friendships, as its protagonist, Lucy, exists perpetually on the periphery of all social 

groups.3 Why would a novel so concerned with politically charged questions about women, 

work, and marriage refuse what has so often worked as a tool of empowerment and emotional 

nourishment? Why does Bronte appear to disallow Lucy, perhaps the character we might now 

call her most "feminist" creation, this feminine network of shared knowledge and intimacy? And 

finally, does Bronte offer any alternatives? Because Victorian female friendships centered 

heavily upon physical appearance and the ability to acquire wealth and status in the form of 

3 Sharon Marcus argues that this renders Villette an "exception that proves the rule"-the rule 
being the importance of female friendship in "courtship narratives" (2-3). Although Lucy accepts 
neither marriage nor female friendship, Marcus argues that this exception proves Lucy's 
resistanceto friendship rather than her resistance to femininity itself. 
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fashion and other highly aesthetic social currencies, successful femininity hinged on one's ability 

to cultivate female relatioDSl:iipS. ·Therefore, .as Lucy rejects feminine friendship at large, she 

consequently rejects large-scale institutions that determine what it means to be feminine at its 

very social core. Bronte's use of non-human spaces such as buildings and gardens makes this 

rejection possible. By casting non-human spaces like Villette and its surrounding components as 

a character that Lucy interacts with, Bronte is able to move beyond the social obligations and 

conventions that inform modes of feminine intimacy. 

These fictional and nonfictional examples of feminine friendship converse with a critical 

argument purposed by Sharon Marcus in Between Women: Friendship, Desire, and Marriage in 

Victorian England. Marcus argues that "women who felt physically attracted to other women 

were not seen as less feminine because of the attention they lavished on other women's bodies, 

but more so" (61). She goes on to make a connection between heterosexuality and "what we 

could call compulsory homosociability and homoeroticism for women" (61). Dickens certainly 

argues for a brand of female friendship focused on physicality as he casts the highly homo social 

and homoerotic Esther Summerson as his ideal woman.) Marcus argues that this appropriation of 

the "prerogative of men" works as an empowering endeavor, allowing women to "enjoy," 

"indulge" (131) in, and "play" with the social impunity and freedoms hitherto given solely to 

male relationships of the same status (61-62). This "play" is relegated to the world of 

competition over love objects, physical focus and appreciation, and hierarchical organization 

among women. This argument adds a critical voice to feminist discussion of homo social 

relationships in the Victorian moment; it recasts physical, feminine intimacy not as a merely 

homosexual endeavor, but rather as a mode by which women altered or manipulated femininity 

into masculine social action. 
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However, Marcus's analysis of this homosocial or homoerotic liberty also minimizes the 

degree to which these re1ationships channel the aggressive, unsociable dimension of the male 

competitive relationships they mirror. 4 Marcus fails to recognize that this masculine standard 

ascribes value largely in terms of one's ability to objectify or be objectified, rather than one's 

ability to engage in reciprocal exchanges of emotional comfort, guidance, safety and forgiveness. 

Moreover, the symmetry of this analysis (in which homo social female relationships mimic 

heterosexual courtship) cannot help but position female friendship as secondary or derivative. In 

effect, this approach conceptualizes female friendship as merely a site of displaced sexual 

feeling-both homosexual and heterosexual-and fails to recognize the ways in which such 

relationships bolster, rather than challenge, compulsory heterosexuality. 

Arguing from a perspective that synthesizes gender and ecocritical theories, I posit that 

Bronte's Villette necessarily distances itself from feminine friendships to expose how social 

conventions of hierarchy, physical focus, and competition fail to fully support women 

emotionally. By exposing how certain modalities of friendship support hegemonic ideals, Villette 

upends large-scale systems of social thought rather than denigrating the individual participants 

within these systems. Bronte reinforces this argument as she constructs a non-human yet 

distinctly feminized relationship between Lucy and the garden, creating non-human intimate 

relationships that are distinctly feminized. Additionally, Bronte constructs Lucy's most fulfilling 

moments of feminine friendship around the concept of distance and space, within which Lucy 

can thrive away from the social structures that inhibit and exclude her. Thus, with this emphasis 

4 Reference to the idea of mimetic desire purported by Eve Sedgwick in her seminal work 
Between Men, which analyzed homosocial, masculine relationships in English literature and the 
ways in which these relationships center upon women as shared objects of violence and 
competition. This text represents an important moment in both feminist as well as LGBTQ 
studies, arguing that human sexuality, more than a representation of a historical phenomenon, is 
socially constructed. 



on distance as a component of Lucy's thriving feminine friendships, Bronte calls for a 

reevaluation of what makeS Ieii•i•iine friendships truly intimate. 
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Hardy's Tess ofthe D'Urbervilles (1891) similarly imagines feminine friendships that 

exist outside of social dictums. Hardy does so by refusing gendered depictions of natural spaces 

while creating within these natural spaces matrices of feminine order that could not exist 

otherwise. Ultimately, Tess of the D 'Urbervilles reconceptualizes modes of female friendship in 

order tore-envision social relations at large. Hardy enables, though Tess's position as an 

"outsider"-Dutside ofmarriage, outside ofthe city, outside of class-based social structures

the formation of a community of female friendship that does not subscribe to the modes of 

bourgeois female friendship depicted in Villette. Hardy furthers this differentiation as he crafts an 

environment that is non-human, yet recognizably social. This reevaluation repurposes mimetic 

feminine desire to non-violent ends, casting male love objects as the shared investment that 

effectively brings women closer together. In so doing, Hardy's novel not only challenges 

theories of the feminine as shared masculine investment, but also endeavors to prioritize 

feminine relationships over marriage in terms of emotional fulfillment. 
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III. Lucy's Crucial Distance and Ecological Turns 

Though Lucy's life becomes increasingly cluttered with female acquaintances, it is clear 

from the beginning that her homosocial relationships will never progress into the realm of 

genuine intimacy-relationships defined by their ability to "stimulate response and action; bring 

about a change in living; stir and arouse emotions, ideas, and activities" (Raymond, 8). Rather, 

Lucy's relationships vacillate from amusing to instrumental to peripheral, never propelling action 

in Lucy's life, instead hindering her development. The amusement or instrumentality of such 

relationships ceases, eventually, to be "interesting;" when Polly quits Bretton, Lucy only laments 

that she was not longer allowed the "amusement" of observing those women around her (Bronte, 

24, 29). This focus upon observation and amusement becomes the axis upon which Villette turns, 

and additionally, the defining characteristic of many of Lucy's female relationships. 

The Victorian narrative world of femininity makes little space for deviations from 

iterative tropes of female characters. Villette, to some degree, is no exception (even while 

scholars Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar characterize it an "overtly and despairingly feminist 

novel") (399). Madame Beck and Bretton, for instance, serve as matronly obelisks that cast their 

shadows over Lucy, though admittedly with vastly different intentions. Madame Beck watches 

Lucy obsessively, and though this observation wears the guise of protection, her care is 

ultimately a form of surveillance, rooted in her ability to control Lucy from a distance. When this 

distance is disrupted by a moment of"flash-eliciting, truth-extorting" seeing, Madame Beck 

retreats, "uneasy" (448). Lucy recognizes that had she been a "gentleman," Madame Beck would 

"have found favor in [her] eyes" (117). She is "handy, neat, thorough in all she did," (118) 

wearing not "a woman's aspect, but rather a man's" (77). For her part, Bretton acts as a maternal 

figure, whom Lucy persistently and pointedly defines in terms of the care and support she offers. 



Ginevra Fawnshee is the coquettish and devilish flirt, and Polly remains, throughout the entirety 

of Villette, the resident angel of the house. These vignettes of character illuminate the degree to 

which Villette relies on stock tropes of femininity, even as Bronte endeavors to craft a socially 

subversive text. 

However, Villette's female protagonist remains entirely emotionally and physically 

sequestered from all four women, almost frustratingly so. Lucy remains even somewhat 

distanced from the reader, as "Polly Home, Miss Marchmont, Madame Beck, and Ginevra are 

each presented in more detail, with more analysis, than Lucy herself' (Gilbert, Gubar, 416). 

Although it contributes to her isolation, this distance also positions Lucy outside of the rigid and 

fixed canon of archetypical feminine characters-a position that ultimately enables her to find a 

renewed investment in female autonomy and, ultimately, in an unorthodox form of feminine 

sociability. In the stories of other women, Lucy is able to situate herself at a distance; "Lucy is 

telling her own tale" (Gilbert, Gubar, 416). It is precisely Lucy's distance from these "cruelly 

indifferent" women, rather than a connection to them or to the fixed female identities they 

embody, that ultimately teaches Lucy about herself ( 401 ). Lucy Snowe is "from first to last a 

woman without-outside society," representing a narrative negotiation with individuals rather 

than assimilation into archetypes of femininity (Gilbert, Gubar, 400). 
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Lucy's first female acquaintance of adulthood, Ginevra Fawnsee, is perhaps Lucy's most 

longstanding female counterpart, though the constancy of their relationship does not imply a 

necessarily positive portrayal of female friendships in a larger sense. Yet, precisely because their 

relationship is often a site of mutual frustration and overlaid with tones oftoxicity, their 

"acquaintance" is, in many ways, a prototypic female friendship in the Victorian period. In this 

way, Lucy's relationship with Ginevra's provides both women with the opportunity for practice 



in heterosexual interaction that defined, at least in part, homosocial female friendships in the 

Victorian moment. 
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Ginevra's knowledge of Villette legitimizes Lucy's relationship with her, at least its 

inception, as one of practical and vocational instrumentality. Their first communications consist 

mainly of questions: "Do you like Villette?" "Are you in a school?" "A good one?" (55) Ginevra 

imparts enough practical knowledge of Villette that Lucy decides, "to Villette I would go" ( 60). 

In this way, Lucy's relationship to Ginevra provides the same sterile instrumentality as her 

relationship to Madame Beck, who "knew something of the world ... knew much of human 

nature" (143). This economy of shared knowledge is characteristically unlike the ideal of 

Victorian female friendship that valued friendship "in terms of affection and pleasure, not 

instrumental utility" (Marcus, 26). Perhaps in this "instrumental utility" Lucy and Ginevra 

momentarily escape from under the inhibiting modalities that have previously characterized their 

friendship. However, their relationship does not, for either party, engender any genuine 

emotional fulfillment or support as they go about their lives in Villette. For Lucy, Ginevra is 

simply a means of securing the information necessary for acquiring and keeping her employment 

at Villette. For Ginevra, Lucy is a contrastive figure, employed only to bolster her own relative 

beauty or fortune. Thus, Lucy and Ginevra's relationship refuses interpretation as something 

distinctly "outside" the bounds of normative Victorian friendship, as it is at many points 

emotionally unfulfilling in its practical instrumentality. 

There is an identifiable and very real sense of competitiveness in their interactions, 

something Marcus and others identify as a central component of the advantageousness of female 

friendship, which "allowed women to compete for and charm each other" (Marcus, 72). This 

allowance was predicated on the basis of providing the "socially permissible opportunities to 
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engage in ... competition" and "appreciation of female beauty" (Marcus, 26). From their first 

moments together on the ooai;:ihe:re;is a ·-«testiness" and "teazing peevishness" that entertains and 

pleases Lucy, as she "could not help smiling" (57, 54) Ginevra's behavior towards Lucy is 

consistently replete with what Lucy terms "hysterics": crying, teasing, accusing (85). Sometimes, 

Lucy indulges this combative "testiness," as when Ginevra asks her, "And what would you give 

to be ME?" to which she replies, "Not a bad sixpence ... for in my heart you have not the outline 

of a place" (145). For her part, Ginevra does seem to yearn for some kind of genuine 

connectivity, at least in the beginning of their relationship. She says to Lucy, "I am far more at 

ease with you ... who.take me at my lowest, and _know me to be coquettish" (91). Ginevra clearly 

employs Lucy as an object upon which to exert this "monopoly" of male behavior in friendship 

considered instrumental to the construction of successful feminine identity (Marcus, 26). Ginevra 

"would ... have made [Lucy] a sort of friend and confidant," though Lucy refuses to reciprocate 

this yearning at every turn (85). The presence of such "teazing" and "hysterics" effectively keep 

Lucy and Ginevra's friendship from the emotional fulfillment and understanding Lucy 

continually longs for. 

Though Lucy never returns Ginevra's desire for true understanding or companionship, 

she frequently indulges in appreciation of Ginevra's physicality, lending viability to a reading of 

their relationship as a "friendship." "How pretty she was! How charming she looked," she says, 

noting individual components of her beauty, like her "fair long curls," "white shoulders," and 

"new" dress . She elaborates, "Beautiful she looked .. . with a delicacy of skin and flexibility of 

shape" (88). Lucy actively takes part in the evaluation of her appearance "from top to toe." 

Ginevra turns "that [Lucy] might survey her on all sides," and asks, "Shall I do?" to which Lucy 

must "put her off at arm's length, to undergo cooler inspection" (86). Even in the closing 
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chapters, after Ginevra reveals the true identity of the nun, Lucy continues to make full note of 

her "curls," "cheeks," anff'ber "bride's dress" ( 476). More than simply taking note of Ginevra's 

beauty, Lucy actively responds to it, mimicking the heteronormative model that often provided 

the basis for Victorian female friendship. In relation to Ginevra's "coquetry," (91) Lucy cmmot 

be anything but "chivalric," and though Lucy recognizes the performative and temporary nature 

of this "role," she enjoys it with "a keen relish" (141). Additionally, the word "pleasure" is 

linked with Ginevra as many as five times, defining the relationship between Lucy and Ginevra 

in terms of its aesthetic and pleasurable value. Thus Lucy's relationship to Ginevra' s beauty 

trains both in the dynamics of heterosexual courtship that we now know to have been widespread 
. . . 

in the Victorian moment. 

At the same time, however, Bronte does not celebrate or merely represent this dynamic; 

she thoroughly critiques it. Lucy and Ginevra's narrative relationship exposes the emotionally 

damaging underbelly of the female friendships that Victorian femininity necessitated. In this 

sense, Villette rejects female friendship in ideology rather than practice, by creating characters 

that attempt, albeit unconsciously, to craft female friendships, but are left ultimately without the 

intimacy these relationships were supposed to create. Marcus argues that though "Lucy is 

constantly stymied in the female friendships she constructs ... she does experience a passion for 

femininity" (Marcus, 107). Marcus asserts correctly that Lucy's female relationships are 

"constantly stymied." But, as Villette repeatedly emphasizes, it is precisely this hegemonic 

"femininity" that disallows its female characters from forming genuine connections. Lucy's 

adamant disdain for hegemonic femininity is made clear for the reader. She notes, 

I was not accustomed to find in women or girls any power of self-

control, or strength of self-denial. As far as I knew them, the 



chance of a gossip about their usually trivial secrets ... their 

feelings, W3S.a1Jr.:atnot to be readily forgone. (289) 
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In response to the general company of women she notes "How often, while women and girls sit 

warm at snug fire-sides, their hearts and imaginations ... wander ... to see and hear the father, the 

son, the husband coming home" (278). 

The novel thus begins to plot a social alternative in Lucy's steadfast devotion to solitude. 

She says to Paulina, "I shall share no man's or woman's life in this world, as you understand 

sharing. I think I have one friend of my own, but am not sure; and till I am sure, I live solitary" 

(425). This uncertainty beliesa complexity in Lucy's characterization: Lucy clearly yearns, in 

some way, to think she has the genuine intimacy of"one friend." However, the hegemonic 

standards of femininity, and by extension the standards imposed on relationships between 

women, render Lucy's solitude less a rejection of the transformative power of female 

relationships, but rather a rejection of an oppressive Victorian standard. The example of Lucy 

and Paulina's friendship underscores Lucy's desire for a non-chafing, non-aggressive intimacy. 

As Lucy puts it: "I liked her. .. Intimate intercourse, close inspection, disclosed in Paulina only 

what was delicate, intelligent, and sincere; therefore my regard for her lay deep" (3 71 ). Their 

relationship almost transcends the matrix of "feminine reinforcement" that prescribed 

competition, flirtation, and admiration (Marcus, 105). However, Lucy's ultimate refusal "to 

mediate [Paulina's courtship]" subsequently becomes a refusal of the feminine values that 

friendship imposed on women: "self-effacement, self-sacrifice, reciprocity, altruism, 

responsiveness, self-control, sweetness, prettiness, and vulnerability" (Marcus, 1 06-7). 

Out of all of the relationships with women Lucy develops, her friendship with Paulina 

comes closest to generating a reciprocal understanding that propels the individuation of the self 
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through intimacy with others. She is the only woman in the entirety of Villette that Lucy admits 

to liking, though this mutual "like" never develops into a relationship that mitigates Lucy's 

constant loneliness and sense of distance from the social world around her. From their 

childhood, their relationship is fraught with tonal detachment; Lucy's says, of her first 

introduction to "Polly," "A little girl, I was told, would shortly be my companion" (6). With the 

inclusion of"I was told," Lucy establishes their relationship as parenthetical, creating preemptive 

distance from what should, or "would," be her companion, perhaps under different 

circumstances. On Polly's first night, Lucy attempts to make her comfortable, suggesting that she 

"lie down," so as to not "take cold" (9). Lucy clearly cares at least a nominal amount, expressing 
. . 

her "confidence in the efforts oftime and kindness," but this "kindness" is thwarted by both 

Polly's rejection of Lucy as well as Lucy's unease in Polly's presence (11). Upon watching her 

nighttime prayers, Lucy admits to "thoughts ... hardly more rational and healthy than that child's 

must have been," feeling "haunted" (12). The two girls move about Bretton entirely separate 

from each other like specters, determined not to "exist in [another's] existence" (25). 

Lucy additionally ridicules and satirizes Polly for her "parasitic" attachment to men: she 

is a "busy-body" (15) when she dotes on her father, "not interesting" when she loves Graham, 

ultimately "never kindling once to originality, or showing a single gleam of the peculiarities of 

her nature," thus obstructing Lucy's interest, affection, or reciprocity (24). Polly rejects Lucy just 

as vehemently; Lucy attempts to "improve the occasion" of Graham's rejection by "inculcating 

some ... maxims of philosophy" to which Polly plugs her ears with her fingers "at the first 

words ... uttered, and then lying down on the mat with her face against the flags" (26). Polly the 

child and Paulina the young woman both prioritize male relationships over female ones-Paulina 

the young woman does so with more subtlety, ultimately seeking out companionship with Lucy 
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with the sole purpose of mediating her affair with Graham. This is Lucy's only attempt to engage 

in the sort of"relationism" whereby women cultivate "associations with women that are built on 

shared status" and the cyclical experience of suffering and consolation (Raymond, 183 ). Paulina, 

however, ultimately rejects this attempt at "relationism." Before Polly leaves Bretton, Lucy 

overhears her talking to Graham: "'Lucy Snowe is a tatter-box,' I heard her say" (27). That Lucy 

only indirectly overhears Polly fully reifies the emotional distance not only between Lucy and 

Polly, but establishes the perpetual distance Lucy keeps from the social world around her in 

Villette . 

Eveu Paulina and Lucy's relationship, to some degree, consists of the kind of physical 

appreciation that characterizes Lucy's relationship to Ginevra. Their relationship is initially 

characterized by a "friendly spirit" when they see each other again at the theatre. Upon first 

seeing her, Lucy notes Paulina's face, "delicately designed," and her "pretty, though pale" 

features (265). Paulina has a fond remembrance for Bretton; she has not "forgotten," like Lucy 

has, the tenderness between them. She asks Lucy, "Have you forgotten that I have sat on your 

knee, been lifted in your arms, even shared your pillow ... you have no memory for the comfort 

and protection by which you soothed an acute distress?" (275) While Paulina has "a good 

memory for those days," Lucy's childhood has faded from her "like a dream," vanished "like a 

sunbeam" (276). This discrepancy in memory alerts the reader to Lucy's apparent inability to 

value the genuine intimacy of "relationism" even when it is present. After all, Paulina does at 

times seek out genuine intimacy with a hesitant Lucy. She seeks Lucy's "frequent presence," 

which Lucy obliges, but only under the pretense of reading and studying, though even to do this 

Lucy must be "persuaded" (297). Lucy terms this time spent together an "arrangement" that 

"threw" them together for some time, rather than an elective relationship (301). She asks Lucy, 
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"Why do you sit here by yourself?" and begs her, "Leave the Rue Fossette and come live with 

us" (297-8). 

Lucy's perception of Paulina changes dramatically as her affair with Graham ensues. 

Lucy does begin to respond "cooly" 5 to Paulina at the first mention of their relationship; 

however this is less an expression of jealousy than it is a refusal of the kind of femininity that 

characterizes Lucy's relationship with Ginevra (305). The "genial" and "harmonious" (301) 

study becomes "vexed" as the "naughty being" of Paulina begins to emerge, intrusive upon 

Lucy's necessary distance in order that she mediate courtship or ask for advice (304). Here, 

Paulina attempts to engage Lucy in conventional femininity, discussing both her courtship with 

Graham and her complex relationship with jealous Ginevra that disturbs and unsettles. From this 

point, Paulina generally disappears from the plot for a substantial amount of time, something 

Lucy takes note of when they reunite: "I had not seen her since that occasion when her claims 

were brought into comparison with those of Ginevra." Paulina's voice is "musical" and 

"friendly," and Lucy listens to her speak with intense attention (370). It is here that Lucy 

declares her like for Paulina's "intimate intercourse," reserved enough to "disclose ... only what 

was delicate, intelligent, and sincere," engendering genuine and "deep" regard (371). Paulina 

asks, "Do you care for me Lucy?" to which she replies, "Yes, I do, Paulina" (373). Lucy reveals 

here, perhaps in the only moment of such admittance for some feeling of genuine and reciprocal 

intimacy, a desire for intimacy that she has not often addressed. It becomes apparent to the reader 

that Lucy' s aversion to female friendship is not a lack of interest or desire in the benefits this 

relationship could provide, but rather a sort of resignation, where Lucy has accepted that the 

women in her world cannot provide a friendship that exists outside of hegemonic pressures. In 

5 Critics have identified this coolness as a factor of Lucy's hidden or repressed love for Graham, 
and a jealousy that thus permeates her relationship with the chosen Paulina. 



this moment it seems that there is the distinct and fleeting possibility of a developing intimacy 

between the two women." However, this possibility disappears when Paulina reveals Graham's 

love for her. 
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From this moment on, there is very little further mention of Paulina and Lucy's 

friendship; "for some moments" after the revelation, they both pause in silence, taking in this 

great "climax." Lucy's voice is "low," for it is not a moment of excitement, but rather, a moment 

of death, where Lucy realizes that her friendship with Paulina is subject to the same cloying 

societal pressures that infect her other female relationships (375). Paulina's intimacy with Lucy 

has been predicatedupon the terms of her cour:tship with Graham, and, unsurprisingly, their 

relationship thus cannot progress any further, as Paulina will now marry Graham. Lucy has a 

keen sense of the finality of this moment, as she says their "lives run from the first another 

course," recognizing the vast distance that now renders the hope of homosocial intimacy 

impossible (3 77). 

Hegemonic institutions of femininity trouble all of Lucy's homo social relationships, 

ultimately inhibiting the kind of intimacy Lucy expressly craves. While Lucy's relationship with 

Paulina enables the emotional and physical distance necessary for some degree of fulfillment, it 

is eventually and unavoidably stymied by the intrusion of Graham, and along with him, 

heterosexist modes of establishing relationships. Thus, Lucy's relationship with Paulina becomes 

contrastive rather than reflective or reciprocal. 

Lucy clearly enjoys their relationship, but only from a certain distance. While they sit in 

the parlor, they keep "silence for some time," both taking out "some work and plied a mute and 

diligent task." Lucy differentiates this relationship from hers with Ginevra, remarking upon 

Paulina's ability to allow for silence: "Paulina Mary cast once or twice towards me a quiet, but 
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penetrating glance ... and delicately respected my inclination for silence." Thus, while for Paulina 

their relationship is founded upon, at least to some degree, reciprocal understanding and 

emotional support, Lucy only values Paulina's company for what it is distinctly not: "comments 

and confidences that I did not want" (289). Indeed, Paulina's understanding of Lucy's need for 

distance is what makes her an attractive companion for Lucy. Lucy says, "If anyone knew me it 

was little Paulina Mary," as Paulina is the only female character that allows Lucy to remain 

separate (301). In such moments, the novel begins to elaborate an alternative to conventional 

modes of feminine intimacy. The same remoteness that appeared to register Lucy's antisocial 

tendencies and the impossibility of female intimacy becomes, instead, a crucial element in 

Lucy's engagement with others and her development of the self. For Villette, feminine sociability 

succeeds insofar as it promotes a relationality founded as much in distance as in closeness. 

Ultimately, it is clear that Lucy enjoys her relationship with Lucy, but only from a distance. 

Crucially, this distance signals Villette's most striking intervention: feminine, social relationships 

with non-human environments. 

In this paradoxically distant intimacy, Lucy does indeed manage to cultivate an 

emotionally fulfilling and conciliatory relationships within Villette. Notably, though, Lucy's 

most sustained intimacy of this sort does not involve any of the women who live there. 

Environmentalist readings of Villette, such as Justine Pizzo's "Atmospheric Exceptionalism in 

Jane Eyre," have identified environmental components of Villette as a crucial factor in Lucy's 

psychosomatic state, specifically the emotional effects of "winds and their changes" (271 ). As I 

go on to show, Bronte's most extensive representation of feminine sociability occurs between 

Lucy and the natural environment. 
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Scholars have primarily cast the environmental elements of Villette in terms of the same 

patriarchal surveillance thafliilidets:Luty"'s self-development and her relationships with other 

women. True, storms and strong winds appear to destabilize Lucy and add to her ever-present 

sense of surveillance, as the winds are "heard by every inmate, but translated, perhaps only by 

one" (38). Similarly, the structural environment ofVillette-that is to say, the environment 

within its walls-augments Lucy's sense of isolation and supervision. Lucy recognizes early on 

that "no comer" of Villette is safe from "intrusion," and the very structure of Villette facilitates 

Madame Beck's "system for managing and regulating" (231, 73). There are numerous windows, 

wipding passageways, attics, keyholes, and small rooms, all of which facilitate "ghost-like" 

movement (73). It is thus tempting to believe that Villette, like Madame Beck, bears a 

hegemonic, atmospheric masculinity. 

However, contrasting this cloistering and oppressive environment is a space outside of its 

borders-one decidedly feminine. "Behind the house," Lucy says, "was a large garden," full of 

"rose-bushes and fruit-trees," where "all is stone around" (75). It is a "lovely ... enclosed and 

planted spot of ground," "secure" with "high walls" (1 06-1 07). The surrounding walls and 

plentiful fruit align this space with the feminine, as "Victorians generally viewed the garden as a 

safe, enclosed, educational space for women." What Lucy longs for-" something to fetch [her] 

out of her present existence"-can be provided only by the encasement of garden walls (110). 

Lucy's relationship to this garden space, then, becomes a sort of feminine relationship, wherein 

she finds the solace, comfort, and protection she cannot find within the oppressive walls of 

Villette or in the hegemonic system of negotiating homosocial friendships. 

Lucy specifically enjoys the garden's "solitary" nature; it is the only place in the novel 

where one can escape the surveillance that Lucy experiences within the walls of Villette. The 
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garden is "sequestered," "secure," and "windowless." Solitude speaks to her here: "One moment 

longer," it says, "stay with us: all is truly quiet now." It is precisely this "seclusion" that is 

attractive to her, and she is able to develop a relationship with this space, ultimately allowing her 

to become a "frequenter" and "gardener" of identity. Moreover, the garden appears to augment 

her relationships with other women. In the garden, Madame Beck seems "sincere," and smiles at 

her, saying that she "was not charged with the surveillance." Madame is "all goodness" when 

Lucy remains in the garden, not fraught with the need to survey or reprimand her (1 08-1 09). The 

garden transmutes Lucy's "craving cry" into a sense of emotional fulfillment: "a general sense of 

encouragement and heart's-ease" (110). The garden is only legible in these terms because ofthe 

counterexample found in Lucy's peer relationships. Although Ginevra and Paulina are 

unsuccessful modes of transcendence for Lucy, their presence in the novel highlights her 

necessary and chosen resistance to the social world around her. Where feminine relationships fail 

to become a space of encouragement or consolation, natural space enables privacy, silence, and 

comfort. 

The climactically charged and defining moment of Lucy's relationship with the garden 

responds directly to Madame Beck's increasing intrusion, specifically upon her correspondence 

with Graham. Lucy intensely desires to keep this correspondence wholly to herself. She asks, "In 

what corner of this strange house was it possible to find security or secrecy? Where could a key 

be a safe-guard, or a padlock a barrier?" (295). Lucy turns to the garden, the only place to which 

Lucy can find solitary space away from the masculine intrusion of Madame Beck's surveillance. 

None of Lucy's feminine counterparts act as a "safe-guard" or "barrier" from the foreign space 

surrounding; the garden, however, has become the only trusted space, or relationship, within 

which she can safely and effectively conduct her "burial." This "burial" of Graham's letters 
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serves as Lucy's ultimate and final refusal of any place within the social world around her. Even 

more pointedly, the garden allows Lucy to undertake a literal "burial" of masculine discourse. 

This rejection of masculine discourse takes on heightened significance in light of Lucy's 

troubled relationship with Dr. John, and more largely, her troubled relationship with 

masculinized medicine. Dr. John has continually trivialized Lucy's visions throughout the bulk 

of the novel, never taking her mental health seriously enough to warrant institutional medical 

intervention; Dr. John only suggests that Lucy write letters to keep herself and her mind 

occupied. This trivialization and patronization has effectively silenced Lucy in her struggle 

against mental illness, prioritizing masculinized medicine over the personal, individualiz;ed 

feminine experience of depression. However, here, Lucy takes back her ability to tell her own 

story, as she denies Dr. John's discourse and buries it in a recognizably feminine space. The 

organic quality of this space-its indifference to socially constructed gender norms-prevents 

Dr. John's words from colonizing it. The novel transplants social relations into a non-human 

environment, thus reordering presiding social structures to prioritize the feminine. 

The environmental space of the garden acts as a feminized, emotional agent upon which 

Lucy can enact the intimacy she cannot find with Graham. It is her very "femaleness" that 

prevents Lucy from developing a relationship with Graham-"! believe if you had been a boy, 

Lucy, instead of a girl...we should have been very good friends" (315). Further, it is her 

reluctance to hegemonic ideals and heterosexist modalities of forming relationships that keep her 

distanced from the women of Villette. Thus, Lucy turns to the garden, a feminine space to be 

sure, but a place that exists both physically outside of Villette's walls, as well as abstractly 

outside of the social order therein. Lucy buries her "treasure," her effectively dead hope for 

human connection and mutual understanding, and along with it, the "grief' of existing "outside." 
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Lucy digs a hole and covers it with ivy, thus encasing her grief in an active refusal of Villette' s 

social world and the masculine oppressiveness it dictates. This connection with the physical 

earth-"black mould," "building-materials," and "ivy"-render Lucy "not happy, far otherwise, 

but strong with reinforced strength," and thus closer to her final identity as solitary yet strong. 

With the burial of her grief, Lucy resolves, stronger than ever, to "conduct" the war of her life 

wholly and necessarily distinct from troubled both homosocial and heterosexual relationships 

alike (296). 
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IV. Hardy's Antisocial Sociability and The Feminine Network 

Villette's rejection ofhomosocial female relationships may appear to oppose its distinctly 

feminist purpose. However, in its adherence to the social conventions of typical female 

friendship (competition, flirtation, shared suffering, focus on male relationships) and its focus on 

the non-human relationship between Lucy and the feminine garden, the novel make possible 

feminine relationships outside ofthe social realm. Thomas Hardy's Tess ofthe D'Urbervilles 

makes similar use of the natural or non-human world; as William Cohen puts it, "Vegetable 

matter and human countenances are equally elements of the landscape, shaping and perceiving 

each other's forms" in Hardy's fiction (Cohen, 1). In fact, Hardy frequently conflates 

descriptions of Tess with the non-human world around her in order to imagine social relations as 

aesthetic gestures patterned on organic structures. 

Perhaps the most obvious example of such similitude comes when Angel Clare observes 

an unwitting Tess as she milks a cow. Tess's physical self seems to meld into that of the cow, 

with "her temple pressing the milcher's flank." Tess's profile becomes a "cameo cut from the 

dun background of the cow" (149). In this scene of close proximity, Tess's self-or Angel 

Clare's perception of Tess's selfhood-melts away. Tess is "fixed" in meditation, absolutely 

still, in a "trance" with "eyes open, yet unseeing." Hardy renders her movements as non-human, 

yet as vital and instinctual, as those of the cow: "a rhythmic pulsation only, as if they were 

obeying a reflex stimulus" (150). The scene recalls Leo Bersani's analysis of Caravaggio's "John 

the Baptist," or "Youth with a Ram," a painting that depicts a similarly intimate moment 

between a human and animal subject (Caravaggio 's Secrets). Bersani argues for Caravaggio's 

"taste for homoerotic subjects," recognizing the "effeminacy" of the young man in the painting. 

This code of association links an "androgynous" subject to "a kind of corruption of one sex by 



the other. .. a feminized male" (Bersani, Dutoit) As Hardy visualizes the "cameo" of Tess, he 

similarly inverts associations of feminine desire, making Tess a genderless, aestheticized subject 

in intimate contact witl.J. the non-human. Here, Hardy establishes the distinct ability of his 

feminine characters to assume non-human identities that effectively liberate them from 

masculinized social ones. The novel repeatedly returns to such scenes, frequently relying on the 

non-human, animal world as a way of recasting, reimagining, and prioritizing the social matrix 

of female friendships. 

Just as importantly, Hardy's natural world, though tied intimately to its feminine 

inhabitants and used often as a space to nourish or allow room for female relationships to 

flourish, refuses the temptation to"[ equate] plant life with femininity and passivity" (Miller, 2) 

In short, the valley of Hardy' s imagination does not rely on a gendered bias-a bias that in fact 

conceptualizes nature as a passive or enclosed space for exerting male influence. Rather, the 

natural world is a wholly open space where feminine order can exert grand influence, 

challenging thoughts of the feminine and the natural as reciprocally defined spaces of enclosed 

or protected beauty. This natural world, though containing its own complex and nuanced 

negotiations of social order, neither reflects nor assimilates into the male-dominated social world 

around it. That is to say, Hardy frequently uses social modes of thought to conceptualize his 

natural spaces, yet these social relationships tend to prioritize the natural world over the human 

one. Crucially, while these spaces remain non-human, they retain the cultural significance of 

social relationships. 

Tess first encounters this mode of non-human social organization in the "community of 

fowls" in Trantridge. Human social spaces here are totally dominated by or replaced with non

human social orders: "the lower rooms were entirely given to the birds, who walked about them 
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with a proprietary air, as though the place had been built by and for themselves" (Hardy, 58). 

Trantridge, once a space of "descendants" and "several generations" has been turned into a 

"fowl-house," where "rooms wherein dozens of infants had wailed" have become full of noises 

of"tapping ... nascent chicks" (58). Now coops occupy "spots where formerly stood chairs" (58). 

Tess thrives in this world overtaken by non-human social objects; she becomes their "friend" 

(58). At the center of this "community" the reader finds Mrs. D'Urberville, an old woman with 

intimate knowledge of the space. She feels them with a "touch" that enables her "to recognize 

them in a moment, and to discover if a single feather were crippled or dragged" (59). Hardy thus 

links feminine thriving to a non-human, natural space-one that provides an obvious respite 

from the predation of Alec d'Urberville. Thus, Hardy's natural world acts in much the same as 

Villette's garden space-as a site where social order can be forgotten or transcended by those 

who are unable to comply with the masculine social order. 

Hardy's natural world additionally gauges Tess's proximity or distance to the kind of 

feminine intimacy that protects against outside threat. In this way, the natural world of Tess of 

the D 'Urbervilles becomes itself a barometer for monitoring and tracking social interactions, 

redefining conventional notions of human supremacy and control regarding the natural realm. 

Eve Sorum, in Hardy's "Geography ofNarrative Empathy," defines this "symbiotic relationship" 

as one in which "the land mirrors human experience and humans manifest their geography" 

(192). From the opening scenes of the Marl ott walking club, Hardy establishes the intimacy 

between thriving feminine relationship and thriving natural order. The "old customs" of the 

forest, though "departed," tlu·ive under the control and order of "club-walking," a distinctly and 

exclusively feminine activity, as the members are "solely women." The "banded" women are all 

dressed similarly in "white gowns," lending a sense of total physical unity to their group-a 



theme that will recur in other groups of female friends in the novel (11 ). Correspondingly, the 

presence of "masculine inhabitants of the village" threatens the feminine order, just as the 

depletion of natural spaces erodes the old customs conducted therein (13 ). 

The thriving natural world acts as a unifying factor, "as each and all of them were 

warmed without by the sun," and this natural order allows the "allotted space" for individual 

"private" suns, in which the girls "bask," "dream," and "hope" (14 ). This passage establishes an 

intimate link between natural space and femininity. However, feminine friendship is what creates 

order, refusing an ideology ofpassivitythat links plant life to the feminine, which is "needlessly 

decorative, unable to act in its own best interest" (Miller, 2). The appearance of Tess's father 

does disrupt their harmony momentarily-the girls briefly titter at his drunken state, but stop 

when Tess rebukes them-but the girls effectively and easily rearrange themselves, and "order 

again" prevails (15). The allotted space ofthe natural realm facilitates the feminine order of 

friendship, and the rites and rituals that define it. 

Tess's move to Trantridge divorces her both from the familiarity of her homeland and its 

network of feminine friendship. Whereas Tess's group of club-walking friends are clothed in 

halos of sun and clothed in white, these Trantridge friends are "dark" and "terrestrial," evoking 

conceptualizations of Tess as a totally removed and alienated observer unfamiliar with a new 

landscape. At home, Tess is a component of a group of female friends that forms a larger, 

singular-minded whole. Here, however, Tess is wholly separated, sometimes walking "with this 

one, sometimes with that." The group operates more or less in unity, though Tess is not a part of 

this "organism," with "all parts harmoniously and joyously interpenetrated" (65). However, even 

as Tess's enjoyment of her company is "spoilt," she remains "stuck to the party," in order to 

avoid the "loneliness ofthe way" (67). 
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This scene is, as J. Hillis Miller notes in Thomas Hardy: Distance and Desire, an echoed 

image of the walking group party in Tess's homeland. Here, however, feminine connection, 

protection, and wholeness are perverted by the singularity of the group ' s members and Tess's 

status as an outsider. Both the walking group and the drunken women live "imprisoned in a 

private world" of halos and subjectivity. However, the drunken party is "mixed with the solid 

and objective exterior world" that Tess remains an unfamiliar alien to : Trantridge. The "erratic 

motions" of the drunken party mingle and become a "component of the night's mist," and the 

"spirit" of moonlight is infused with the "spirit of wine," (65) suggesting that the intrusion of 

"human subjectivity" into the natural world perverts its order, and thus the protective feminine 

intimacy that was previously associated with the women' s walking club (68-69). 

Tess's move from her homeland and the feminine intimacy that exists therein marks her 

entrance into physical vulnerability. It is precisely this separation from the idyllic and natural 

intimacy of feminine companionship that renders Tess unprotected and defenseless against the 

predatory Alec D'Urberville. The women laugh as Tess leaves with him-"Out of the frying pan 

and into the fire!" (68) As Tess leaves, the group's unity is not disturbed by her absence; they 

move onward with an "opalized circle of glory" above their individual heads, her absence 

making them a unified being, "the fumes oftheir breathing a component of the night's mist" (68-

69). This unity hinges on a network of shared knowledge that Tess does not have access to 

because of her foreign status. This disconnect from female friendship, and by extension a 

disconnect from the practical and environmental knowledge ofTrantridge, renders Tess 

vulnerable to outside masculine influence. 

As Tess becomes increasingly separated from protective feminine intimacy, the natural 

landscape reflects such changes-"darkness and silence [rules] everywhere around" (73). The 
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hills are "lonely," the "shadows" seem to "shun" mankind itself, and the world is rendered 

"cold." The vales and "midnight airs" moan and the buds and twigs are "tightly-wrapped" in 

their "bitter reproach." Tess's midnight walk becomes a literal "expression of irremediable 

grief." However, Tess, herself now changed, finds that she identifies with the dislocated and 

isolated space. She becomes a "piece" of the "element ... an integral part of the scene." Much in 

the same way Tess's identity merges with the conglomeration of feminine intimacy in her 

walking club, her new identity merges with this isolated and cold landscape, and the two work 

towards mutual definition. Such scenes marry Hardy's approach to nature with his philosophical 

interest in impressionism, in which "the world is only a psychological phenomenon" (85). As 

Tess moves further from her home and deeper into Trantridge, the natural world becomes 

increasingly "prophetic": only one bird chirps, and the "rest [is] silence" ( 49). This dislocation 

from the sunny and celebratory natural space of her innocence replaces the "sweet birds" with a 

hissing "serpent." Notably, Tess frames this displacement in terms of her lack of access to the 

socially shared feminine knowledge that networks of female friendship facilitate (75). 

Where Tess has previously been afforded a general protection and intimacy with her 

Marlott walking women, at this point she has become separated both physically and emotionally 

by way of her move to Trantridge and away from the virginal innocence that is characteristic of 

her walking club. As she lives within this disconnect, she is able, still, to forge some conciliatory 

emotional intimacy with her old "schoolfellows and acquaintances" upon her return, but it cannot 

ultimately protect her in the way it once did. As her friends welcome her back, Tess is able to 

achieve a temporary return to "her old bounding step ... her young beauty." Their "chatter" and 

"laughter" are infectious, and reconnect Tess with her pre-Trantridge self, growing "almost gay" 

(83). It is important to note, also, that this phrase appears again when Tess works in the fields 
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with her new baby amid "female companions." She says, of the workers, "Their friendliness won 

her still farther away from herself.. .and she became almost gay." This "almost" is the space that 

cannot be bridged now by these acquaintances even as it enables a sort of escapism, though 

temporary (92). 

Yet as her old acquaintances eventually part, Tess cmmot escape her physical reality: 

pregnancy and single motherhood. Thus, even though these acquaintances help to some degree to 

ameliorate her immediate suffering, because she is now effectively displaced from both her 

homeland and from her feminine counterparts, she is subject to the physical and emotional 

realities of depression, pregnancy, and "tomb"-like death (84). 

As Tess moves into the valley of Talbothays, however, she is able to evade the 

implications ofher deviance in Trantridge and Marlott-the social stigma of rape and pregnancy. 

This is made possible by the use of new "land below her as a chart of her. .. emotions" (Sorum, 

192). Of course, the novel at large cannot sustain this transcendence; ultimately, Tess returns to 

the social world that punishes her deviance. Yet, even in a narrative where "the woman pays" 

with her life, the natural world still allows for a degree of social reordering and restructuring that 

centers upon the regenerative and embodying effects of female connectivity. 

Hardy characterizes Tess's new environment in the valley ofTalbothays as distinctly 

"non-human." Its animal inhabitants are no different than its human inhabitants, and human will 

is rarely actively exerted over the "non-human" elements (131). Tess and Clare "[drive] the 

animals back to the barton or [sit] down to milk them on the spot, as the case might require" 

(131). Notably, the valley is not characterized by "unconsciousness," a quality that has 

historically linked the feminine and natural worlds, as both women and natural spaces arguably 

have stronger, conscious wills exerted upon them. Rather, the cows possess an intimate 



knowledge of the inter-workings of the social world around them; butter refuses to churn if 

"somebody in the house is in love" (133). Thus, the valley refuses symbolic association with 

feminine passivity while elaborating various intimate, reciprocal ties to the feminine social 

world. 
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Even as the valley's inhabitants exercise a modicum of control over the cows, they are 

still conceptualized, as are all of Hardy's natural spaces, as "wild" (99). The novel forwards a 

direct parallel between the milkmaids and the cows; both are "reckless," "unconstrained," 

"unchastened," and "accustomed to unlimited space," rather than objects upon which male 

characters can enact action or change. This parallel takes on special importance in a narrative 

that begins with an account of sexual assault. As Hardy effectively recasts the natural realm as 

"unchastened" yet virtuous, he similarly allows Tess to reassert a pre-traumatic "wildness." This 

abandonment to boundless nature as distinctly associated with the feminine is "natural enough," 

suggesting not merely a detachment from socialized modes of thought, but a complete reworking 

or reimagining (173-174). Thus, even while this space is clearly defined as "non-human," it 

constructs its own mode of social organization that is reflected in the social world of the 

milkmaids. This social, yet organic, order enables and even necessitates the development of a 

female friendship network (131 ). 

This network of feminine connectivity acts as a protective barrier or enclosure from the 

dangers of the masculinized realm of society, even as it is impacted significantly by the presence 

or absence of masculine love objects. Just as Hardy's natural world is allowed to exist 

recognizably outside of human modes of description, Hardy's network of feminine friendships is 

necessarily separated from the social pressures made evident in Villette . It is precisely this 



disconnect from social or class-based institutions that allows for a currency of beneficial 

exchange to thrive within Tess' s friendships. 
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Feminine connecticn;, in Tess, provides identifiable emotional and practical benefits. The 

body of feminine friendship acts as a matrix of emotional support while also providing the social 

benefits of shared knowledge. It is perhaps surprising, then, that Tess only becomes a member of 

this network by way of a masculine commonality: Angel Clare. However, Angel Clare' s 

presence at the center of these foui feminine relationships refuses a reductionist reading that 

poses him as a destructive or intrusive force upon the communal female body. The reader sees

precisely because of Angel Clare' s centrality in the inception of this female community-that 

Hardy works here to propose a feminine inversion oftheories of mediated desire. Desire renders 

Tess and her feminine counterparts closer in that Clare is something they share; theirs is a 

feminine appropriation of relationships that position women as mutual objects of masculinized 

social codes and rituals. This inversion recalls the reader to theories purposed by Eve Sedgwick, 

which frame women as the complex center points of male desire and homo social relationships. 

Whereas the relationships that Sharon Marcus celebrates ultimately fail to repurpose this model 

of masculine desire because they rely heavily on patriarchal ideals of femininity, Hardy succeeds 

in an inversion that relies on non-gendered or non-human spaces and subjects. 

Though this feminine social world emerges early on during Tess's time in the valley, she 

does not immediately participate in it. Still overcome with shame, Tess finds that the milkmaids' 

stories inadvertently touch "the tender place in her experience," and her overwhelming 

"depression" originates from the disparity she feels between her unknowing "companions," and 

her own "wretched" personal history. During this time, her relationship with the natural world 



mirrors her inner state: she takes a walk and finds the sunset "ugly," the solitary reed by the river 

harkening her back to "friendship ... outworn" (135-136). 

Tess first sees her new "companions" as an indistinct "group," all dressed in similar 

nightgowns, "their three faces close together," watching the same subject--even the "triple hues" 

of their hair" merge into uniformity (136). They look and act in unison: "They all three blew 

[Angel Clare] a silent kiss" (136). The sunny, angelic harmony that is characteristic of Tess ' s 

walking group resurfaces to characterize the similitude of the "three," bathed in a "soft yellow 

gleam ... reflected from the buttercups" (136-137). Despite the recognizable parallel to Tess's 

walking group, Tess initially operates outside ofthis feminine harmony-she is again an "alien 

observer." She refers to them as "they" and "the other three," viewing herself as an outsider to 

this "automatic" and "noiseless" feminine mechanism (140). 

However, this isolation dissolves for Tess once she joins the others in a mutual romantic 

interest in Angel Clare: "Four hearts gave a big throb simultaneously" (143). As they lie in their 

sleeping chamber, the air reverberates and seems to "palpitate" with their shared, hopeless 

passion, as the women assume one body made whole by shared love as well as shared pain (147). 

Tess acts in unison with the three others now, as they all writhe "feverishly" together, their 

"differences .. . abstracted by this passion." Under this "passion," the girls achieve total unity as 

Tess has never before achieved prior: "each was but portion of one organism called sex" (147). 

As they act physically as one being, so they think. The four girls share identical thoughts of 

marriage seemingly without speaking. Through shared thoughts, passion, and "sorrow," the four 

girls achieve an ultimate form of sympathetic sisterhood (148). They comprise one physical 

body, sharing hearts and minds, experiencing the physical world as a whole and distinct creature. 

For Tess, who has been essentially disembodied through her experiences at Trantridge, this is a 



return to a prior self. Feminine intimacy reigns, uniting the women and restoring to Tess the 

protection of feminine knowledge and the pleasure in embodiment. 
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Their uniform love for Angel Clare transforms "Tess and the other three" into "The rosy

cheeked, bright-eyed quartet." Their shared recognition of their shared love produces total bodily 

unity, making the four girls nearly physically indistinguishable. Though the four are still 

individuals with regards to their "natures and moods," they instantly begin to operate as one 

body, "a curiously uniform row" of bodies that look and act as one (140). The women respond to 

Angel Clare as one living, breathing organism: "The whole four flushed as if one heart beat 

through them," now indistinct even in their physical selves (146). Though this physical unity is 

momentarily disturbed by Angel Clare's overt preference for Tess-"He likes 'ee the best"-the 

connectivity is not wholly destroyed. "Gaiety" vanishes, yet no "malice" replaces it, and the girls 

quickly revert to their united physical experience (146). 

This mutuality markedly differs from the competitiveness that typifies feminine 

friendships of Bronte's Villette. Whereas the presence of a shared love object weakens or 

destroys female bonds in Villette, in Hardy's world, the object of shared desire unites the four 

women: the "passion" of their shared love is a ubiquitous force that renders their 

"differences ... as individuals" wholly "abstracted." Why, in Hardy, does the nexus of feminine 

friendship not crumble under the weight of the competitiveness that was supposed to characterize 

feminine friendships? A partial answer lies in how Retty, Marian, and Izzy perceive Tess: they 

do "not blame her." To them, Tess is a "poor child" equally as incapable as they in securing 

Angel Clare's love: "She thinks no more of his choosing her than we do" (147). 

In Villette, Lucy cannot connect significantly with any other female character because of 

their differential in life experience and socialization. Her relationship with Ginevra can never 
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progress due to a discrepancy in class-based goals. Ginevra's interest in Graham-and all men, 

for that matter-is rooted wholly in her intention to marry and thereby gain social leverage in the 

form of material wealth. Instead of thinking herself different from her feminine counterparis as 

Lucy does, Tess has a keen knowledge that the lives of all four women, though varied, are "not 

so very different" (183). Tess's difficult background fosters her understanding that "Many a 

woman ... have had a Trouble in their time" (191). Both answers contribute to a metanarrative of 

shared class and identity. Tess laments to her mother, "Why didn't you warn me? Ladies know 

what to guard against, because they read novels that tell them ... But I never had the chance of 

discovering in that way, and you did not help me!" Precisely because of her social status, Tess 

lacks access to the shared feminine knowledge of"Ladies," thus leading her unknowingly into 

danger (82). This ignorance of shared female knowledge is a uniting factor among the women 

that precedes their shared love for Angel Clare. 

Because Tess and her feminine counterparts are working class milkmaids with little 

access to the knowledge shared by "Ladies," they can reasonably exist outside of the standards 

for feminine friendship that infiltrate all of Lucy's intimate female relationships, including 

competition over male love objects. There is a genuine desire among the women to help Tess, 

even as she pursues their shared love object. When Tess decides to marry Angel Clare, she 

comes to her bedchamber to face the "row" of women that await her, indistinguishable in their 

white nightgowns, all "sitting up whitely in her bed" (198). Tess is noticeably absent from the 

encompassing descriptions that have saturated the previous chapters. Tess is now severed from 

the "row" of women where she was before an integral part; the shared body of feminine 

friendship appears to be disrupted. However, sensing her palpable pain, the women gather 

"barefooted round Tess" and touch her, "as if to realize her. .. corporeality" and assimilate her 
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into again the amorphous physicality of friendship, forgiving her in ways that are not possible in 

the bourgeois friendships of Villette. They hold her as she cries, get her water, and kiss her 

"warmly" as they lead her to bed (199). 

The event of Tess's marriage necessarily disrupts this forged physical connection, though 

the nexus of shared feminine knowledge still manages to unite and reunite Tess and her 

counterparts. Though Tess's courtship ultimately does not fully inhibit her future place within 

the collective of feminine friendship, it certainly does displace her physically. She looks "back" 

at the "row against the wall" as she leaves with Clare, moving from a space in which physical 

feminine proximity is allowed and encouraged, into the sterile "ancestral mansions" that Clare 

finds "somewhat [depresses] his bride" (215, 216) Tess observes the portraits of"horrid women" 

that line the walls; though her features are "unquestionably traceable in the exaggerated forms" 

ofthe paintings, they frighten her in their "unpleasantness" (217). Tess, despite her physical 

similitude to the women in the manor, feels a distinct lack of emotional connection to them. Tess 

has now been transplanted from the lush world of Talbathoys into a "mouldy" and "draughty" 

space of alienation and uncertain identity. The physical unity forged within marriage-"Which 

are my fingers and which are yours ... They are very much mixed"-does not seem to fully 

replace the previously felt female bodily unity; Tess is "absent-minded ... not a bit cheerful" 

(217 -218). Back in Talbathoys, Retty and Marian experience a similar physical degradation, as 

Marian is found drunk, Retty attempts suicide, and Izzy "very low in mind" (222). All four 

women experience the physical effects of displacement from their shared spaces; they are 

ultimately united in suffering, though not in place. 

However, Hardy refuses to reduce the intensely strong connection between these women 

to a one-dimensional experience of shared suffering, as many reductionist narratives about 



female friendships do. In this dismembered and displaced state, the women devise new modes of 

female connectivity and reclaim at least a modicum of their previous intimacy. Notably, this is 

only made possible by Clare ' s absence. Marion hears "somehow" that Tess has become 

separated from her husband, "probably through Izz Huett," and offers her a job in a "wandering 

letter," moving the shared body of feminine knowledge into the vocational realm (276). Marion 

instinctively knows that without the protection of her husband, Tess needs work, and she hastens 

to provide this work for her. Similarly, Tess "instinctively" knows Marian as she approaches her; 

a memory of former intimacy certainly remains, though changed (282). As Tess moves through 

this non-human space of Hardy's natural imagination, she is able to restructure her life around 

feminine friendships that guide and sustain her. 

This change is reflected in the "stony," "desolate drab" of the swede-field where Tess 

and Marian later reunite to work. The dairy at Talbathoys stresses a harmonious and reciprocal 

relationship between the human and natural worlds. In the "eaten-off' swede-fields, Tess and 

Marian hack and "grab out," moving separately from the earth below them, "crawling over the 

surface .. .like flies." Their movements are "mechanical" and "not thinking." This relationship 

contrasts Tess's intimacy with the Talbothays valley, yet retains the novel's insistence on 

nature' s importance; once again, Tess uses land as an emotional "chart." Marian and Tess, 

displaced in collective identity, still operate in proximity to the land, though equally "without 

features" (285). Their "loss," once united and similar, has become an object of"differentiation," 

wherein Marian can no longer find commonality: "You see I lost him: you didn't." Still, Marian 

continues to attempt to reassert the intimacy of Talbathoys by talking of it "every day here 

afield" and writing to Izz to come join them-an attempt to "make it all come back again," 

though the only common denominator to be found is a "uniform cloak of darkness" (289). 
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Even in this disconnected and disembodied state, however, Marion, Tess, and eventually 

Izz manage to create socially constructed ways of sharing the intimacy of Talbothays. These 

modes of intimacy are not restricted to the sharing of emotional labor; the women also share their 

physical labor. When Tess must stay behind to make up hours, and Izz and Marian will "not 

leave her" (292). When Izz is physically incapable of finishing her share of the work, Marian and 

Tess "make up [her] number" (293). Thus in spite oftheir minimal access to "ladylike" or 

scholarly resources, these women form a shared physical and emotional network alongside the 

social pressures that threaten or challenge it, even as it is ultimately dispersed by marriage. 

Tess must necessarily return to face the social consequences of her time in Trantridge; 

Hardy ultimately makes a poignant commentary on the inescapability of "danger" in the world of 

"men-folk." However, Tess's time in Talbothays with Retty, Marian, and Izz, allows her to 

momentarily escape such social repercussions. These feminine connections manifest themselves 

in many ways, but most importantly, these women form a collective unit that protects and 

shelters them from the physical realities of masculine "danger." This is especially important for 

Tess as a victim of abuse. In her relationships with the women ofTalbathays, Tess recovers the 

physicality and tactile connection she had lost at the hands of Alec D'Urberville. Here, Hardy's 

novel recalls Villette's interest in female embodiment: Lucy, disembodied at the hands of 

masculine psychology and robbed of the ability to physically connect with the world, finds space 

for important physical action within the enclosed garden space outside of Villette's walls. 

Likewise, relocating to a socially unrestricted space restores Tess's physical self through female 

unity. 

The relationships forged within the natural spaces of Tess of the D 'Urbervilles are 

distinctly and recognizably feminized. Hardy distinguishes feminine interactions with the land 
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from masculine ones: "A field-man is a personality afield; a field-woman is a portion of the field; 

she has somehow lost her own margin, imbibed the essence of her surrounding, and assimilated 

herself within it" (88). This assimilation is a rejuvenation; Tess, in her unity with the landscape, 

becomes "flower-like," '~illuminated" and imbued with the "sweet independence" that likens her 

to the birds and sun which "shone as clearly now as ever." What facilitates this idyllic 

interpretation is her very femininity. As Tess breastfeeds her child, Hardy pointedly describes 

her as a "young mother." She assumes the very "essence" of the nurturing landscape, eliciting 

not only the reader's sympathy, but the sympathy of the world that will ultimately exile her: "it 

was impossible for even an enemy to feel otherwise" (90-91). This assimilation seemingly, 

momentarily, relieves Tess from the social consequence she must endure, all by way of Hardy's 

ability to construct femininely charged natural spaces outside of the masculine world of 

knowledge, danger, and consequence. 
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V. Hardy's Social-Specific Literary Mind 

Hardy would famously stop writing novels a few years later, after the public outrage that 

greeted Jude the Obscure (1895). If ~ess of the D 'Urbervilles marks Hardy's entrance into an 

atmospheric aesthetic that prizes.non-social actors, his retreat into poetry marks a self-imposed 

exile in it. In both genres, Hardy marries an emphasis on pastoral spaces with an equally strong 

focus on human discourse. This discourse between human and non-human objects attempts to 

unite social, human worlds with the natural world that exist free from social influence. In Tess of 

the D 'Urbervilles, this interplay of social extremes highlights inequality, bringing the reader 

away from idealized versions of reality and into a fuller understanding of pervasive social ills. 

The narrative brutality Hardy forces upon Tess augments the empathy of his narrative by forcing 

a moral comparison between two seemingly opposed worlds: the social and antisocial. Hardy's 

poetry, however, utilizes these oppositional categories to neutralize their tension; in his poetry, 

these categories work in unison rather than working against one another. This is perhaps most 

apparent in "Neutral Tones," whose very title suggests "a series of dull colors, neither strong nor 

positive, like the gray leaves that the narrator describes so dispassionately (214, Claire Senior). 

Tess's environment--{)r indeed her perception of her environment-shifts in relation to 

her position within or outside of social groups. Thriving green spaces correlate with thriving 

social orders, specifically feminine ones. Conversely, the natural world surrounding Tess turns 

static, hard, and dispassionate as she becomes separated from the fulfilling social world created 

by feminine friendship. Similarly, Hardy's poetic narrator in "Neutral Tones" con·elates the 

dead, "grayish leaves" with the death of "lost" words between lovers; just as discourse dies, so 

too must the sun become "curst." The smile of the narrator's lover only appears "dead" because 

of its previous vitality: "The smile on your mouth was the deadest thing/ alive enough to have 



40 

strength to die." Words are only "lost" because of their previous ability to play in discourse. Eyes 

"rove" over "tedious riddles," but ultimately only discern "lessons that love deceives." This play 

between action and inaction, thriving natural worlds and dead ones, and isolation and love marks 

the metananative that connects these this poem to Tess. Tess suggests, above all else, the 

transformative power of place-place within society, geography, topography, and human 

relationships. For Tess and her feminine counterparts, place renders the individual a part of the 

collective, transforming social and natural hierarchies alike. This transformation signals a 

movement from the feminine to the social more broadly, moving the feminine, ultimately, from 

the periphery, and prioritizing new modes of social organization. 
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