
The Return of the Native: An Exploration of
Rural Life in 19th Century England

Thomas Hardy's "The Return of the Native" is a masterpiece of Victorian
literature that delves into the complexities of rural life in 19th century
England. Set against the backdrop of the desolate Egdon Heath, the novel
follows the intertwined lives of Eustacia Vye, Clym Yeobright, and Damon
Wildeve, as they navigate the challenges and desires that shape their
destinies.
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Themes of Isolation and Belonging

One of the central themes explored in "The Return of the Native" is the
theme of isolation and belonging. Eustacia Vye, a beautiful and enigmatic
woman, finds herself trapped in a loveless marriage to Clym Yeobright, a
young man who has returned to his native heath after years of studying in
Paris. Eustacia's isolation is compounded by her inability to fit into the
narrow-minded society of Egdon Heath, where she is perceived as an
outsider.
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Meanwhile, Clym Yeobright is also a stranger in his own land. Having
embraced the ideals of urban life, he struggles to understand the traditional
ways of his childhood home. His return to Egdon Heath represents a desire
for belonging, but his efforts to modernize the community are met with
resistance.

The novel explores the ways in which isolation and belonging can influence
one's sense of identity and fulfillment. Eustacia's longing for a passionate
and unconventional life leads her down a path of tragedy, while Clym's
desire to belong ultimately leads him to self-destruction.

Characters and Their Struggles

The characters in "The Return of the Native" are vividly drawn and
complex. Eustacia Vye, with her fiery spirit and unconventional beauty,
captures the imagination of the novel's readers. Her desire for a life beyond
the confines of Egdon Heath is both admirable and destructive.

Clym Yeobright is a man of great ambition and intelligence. He is torn
between his love for Eustacia and his desire to improve the lives of the
people of Egdon Heath. His struggle to reconcile these two desires leads to
his downfall.

Damon Wildeve, a handsome and charming man, represents the
temptation of passion and danger. His relationship with Eustacia is both
thrilling and destructive, and ultimately leads to her tragic end.

Setting: Egdon Heath as a Character

Egdon Heath is not merely a setting in "The Return of the Native"; it is a
character in its own right. The novel's depiction of the desolate and



unforgiving landscape reflects the harsh realities of rural life in 19th century
England. Egdon Heath becomes a symbol of the indifference of nature and
the futility of human struggles.

The people of Egdon Heath are shaped by their environment. Their lives
are marked by poverty, superstition, and a deep connection to the land.
The novel's exploration of the relationship between nature and humanity
provides insights into the human condition and the interconnectedness of
all things.

Tragedy and Fate

The Return of the Native" is a tragic novel. The characters' desires and
ambitions are ultimately defeated by the harsh realities of life and the
indifferent forces of nature. The novel raises questions about the role of
fate and destiny in human lives.

Eustacia Vye's tragic end is a culmination of her own actions and the harsh
judgment of society. Clym Yeobright's downfall is brought about by his own
hubris and his inability to understand the limitations of human nature. The
novel suggests that despite our attempts to control our own destinies, we
are ultimately subject to the whims of fate.

Legacy of "The Return of the Native"

"The Return of the Native" has had a profound impact on English literature.
The novel's vivid depiction of rural life in 19th century England, its complex
characters, and its exploration of timeless themes have established it as a
classic work of literature.



The novel continues to be studied and admired by readers and critics alike.
It has been adapted into several film and television productions, and its
influence can be seen in the works of subsequent generations of writers.

"The Return of the Native" is a powerful and moving novel that explores the
complexities of human nature and the harsh realities of rural life in 19th
century England. Through its unforgettable characters, its evocative setting,
and its timeless themes, the novel continues to captivate and resonate with
readers today.
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