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Set against the backdrop of the striking English moors, Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell's "The Moorland Cottage" offers a poignant exploration of love, social class, and the quiet struggles faced by rural families. Written in Gaskell's signature realist style, the novella employs rich character development and vivid descriptions of the natural landscape that permeate the characters'Äô lives. The narrative intricately weaves themes of duty and aspiration, highlighting the moral quandaries faced by its protagonists in a world governed by societal expectations and personal desires. Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell, a prominent Victorian author, is celebrated for her sympathetic depictions of working-class life and her acute observations of the social fabric of her time. Drawing inspiration from her own experiences in the industrial town of Manchester and her interest in social reform, Gaskell's works often focus on the intersection of personal and communal challenges. "The Moorland Cottage," written during a time of great social change, reflects her deep engagement with the human experience, particularly that of women navigating societal constraints. This novella is highly recommended for readers interested in Victorian literature, as it encapsulates Gaskell'Äôs compassionate perspective and intricate storytelling. "The Moorland Cottage" serves as both a compelling narrative and a social commentary, making it an essential read for anyone seeking to understand the complexities of 19th-century English society.
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Edith Wharton's "Ethan Frome" is a poignant exploration of resilience, isolation, and the constraints of societal expectations in the early 20th-century American landscape. Set against the harsh backdrop of rural Massachusetts, the novella employs a stark, realistic style infused with naturalistic elements, showcasing Wharton's mastery of psychological depth. The tragic love story of Ethan, Zeena, and Mattie unfolds through a series of fragmented, nonlinear narratives that evoke a sense of inevitable despair, reflecting the oppressive forces of duty and shattered dreams within a rigid social framework. Edith Wharton, a prominent figure in American literature, delves into themes of morality and class intricacies, often drawing from her own experiences as a member of high society. Her keen observance of human relationships and societal roles, combined with her personal struggles with passion and conformity, infuse "Ethan Frome" with authenticity and emotional weight. Wharton's intricate portrayal of Ethan's internal conflict mirrors her own explorations of individuality against societal confines, revealing her profound understanding of the human condition. "Ethan Frome" is a compelling read for those intrigued by the complexities of human emotion and societal pressures. Wharton's unique blend of narrative innovation and vivid characterizations invites readers to contemplate moral dilemmas and the enduring search for fulfillment amidst adversity. This novella stands not only as a testament to Wharton's literary brilliance but also as a timeless reflection on the barriers that define our lives. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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T. S. Arthur's "The Two Wives; Or, Lost and Won" is a poignant exploration of marital fidelity and moral dilemmas set against the backdrop of 19th-century American society. Arthur employs a melodramatic yet compelling narrative style, interspersing exquisite descriptions and dialogues that resonate with the emotional turmoil of his characters. The novel navigates the intricate dynamics of love, loss, and redemption, encapsulating the societal expectations of the time while illuminating the personal struggles of its protagonists through their choices and consequences. T. S. Arthur, a prominent figure in the temperance and moral reform movements, wrote extensively on the social issues of his day. His own experiences and convictions profoundly influenced his writing, shaping a moral landscape in which his characters grapple with their decisions. Arthur's background as an advocate for social change informs the novel'Äôs exploration of the intersections of personal desire and societal expectation, making his reflections deeply relevant to his readership. This insightful work is highly recommended for readers interested in American literature that confronts the complexities of human relationships and ethical quandaries. "The Two Wives" invites reflection on the notions of commitment and the repercussions of choice, offering a captivating blend of dramatic narrative and profound social commentary.
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Ethelyn's Mistake, a compelling novel by Mary Jane Holmes, navigates the intricate dynamics of love, societal expectation, and personal growth in the mid-19th century. Written in a fluid and accessible literary style, the narrative reflects the moral sensibilities and emerging feminist ideas of its time, presenting Ethelyn as a complex protagonist whose misjudgments lead her to confront the societal limitations imposed on women. The vivid characterizations and poignant dialogue invite readers to delve into the emotional landscapes of the characters, as they grapple with the consequences of choices that challenge the conventions of their era. Mary Jane Holmes, an influential figure in American literature, was a prolific author known for her keen observations of human nature and the social realities of her time. Her experiences as a woman navigating a predominantly male literary landscape undoubtedly shaped her perspective, allowing her to craft narratives that resonate with the struggles faced by women in the 19th century. Holmes's own life, marked by themes of resilience and moral fortitude, informs her storytelling and provides a rich backdrop to the conflicts faced by her characters. I highly recommend Ethelyn's Mistake to readers interested in historical fiction that thoughtfully engages with themes of identity and autonomy. Holmes's work not only entertains but also prompts important discussions about gender and societal roles, making it a significant read for anyone seeking to understand the complexities of women's experiences during a transformative period in American history. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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In 'On the Western Circuit,' Thomas Hardy weaves a poignant narrative that delves into the intersection of love, desire, and social obligation in a rapidly changing Victorian England. Through the lives of two central characters, the stablehand and the gentlewoman, Hardy employs his signature naturalistic style, rich with dialect and detailed settings that reflect the emotional and moral dilemmas faced by his characters. The novella explores themes of class disparity, the complexity of human relationships, and the tragic consequences of societal constraints, positioning it within the broader context of Hardy's critique of the social structures of his time. Thomas Hardy, a pivotal figure in Victorian literature, drew much of his inspiration from the rural landscapes and socio-economic issues of his native Dorset. His own experiences with the constraints of class and the nuances of human emotion infused his writing with authenticity and depth. Hardy's background as an architect and his profound respect for the natural world also shaped his literary vision, leading him to investigate the often harsh realities of life and love. 'On the Western Circuit' is essential reading for those seeking to understand Hardy's exploration of the human condition. It invites readers to contemplate the intricacies of love and sacrifice against the backdrop of societal expectations, making it a compelling and thought-provoking addition to any literary collection. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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    Two blue eyes ignite a love poised above a cliff of class, conscience, and chance. From its opening pages, Thomas Hardy’s early novel frames intimacy against the stark immensities of landscape and time. A young woman’s dawning self-knowledge collides with the ideals and ambitions of the men who court her, while the sea and moor seem to watch impassively. The book’s drama turns on looking and being looked at, on romance shadowed by scrutiny, and on choices pressed by social expectation. Passion, pride, and precariousness mingle, producing a story that is at once tender and exacting, buoyant with hope yet haunted by indifference beyond human design.

This work endures as a classic because it fuses the lyric pulse of romance with the unsparing focus of realism, and because it helped shape Hardy’s distinct vision of provincial life under modern pressures. Its careful anatomies of motive, its insistence that character is tested by environment, and its orchestration of suspense all left traces in the English novel. The book also anticipates Hardy’s later masterpieces by striking a balance between beauty and fatal contingency. A notable cliffside episode became emblematic of serial-era suspense, while the broader narrative influenced authors who took seriously the interplay of desire, fate, and the shaping power of place.

A Pair of Blue Eyes is by Thomas Hardy and was composed in the early 1870s, first appearing in installments before its 1873 publication in book form. Set chiefly on the dramatic north Cornish coast and in rural southwestern England, it follows Elfride Swancourt, the daughter of a country clergyman, as she meets two very different suitors. One is a diligent young professional of modest background; the other, an established man of letters whose authority carries moral weight. The premise is simple yet fertile: how do affection, aspiration, and propriety reckon with one another when the heart awakens? Hardy’s narrative asks without foreclosing possibility.

Hardy’s purpose, evident even at this early stage of his career, was to explore how social codes and inward scruple negotiate the unruly claims of love. He probes the allure and cost of upward mobility, the pull of mentorship, and the hesitations bred by pride and principle. Trained as an architect and deeply attentive to setting, he embeds feeling within palpable landscapes and material details. Geological time, ecclesiastical stones, and the rhythms of weather become silent commentators on transient human drama. Without preaching, the novel tests Victorian ideals against lived experience, inviting readers to consider where duty ends and selfhood begins in a world of shifting measures.

Formally, the book blends elegant description with irony and a keen sense of narrative timing. Hardy moves with poise between interior uncertainty and external scene, allowing glances, pauses, and small gestures to carry moral weight. The motif of eyes and seeing recurs: who perceives accurately, who idealizes, and who is blinded by received opinions. The coastal topography is not mere backdrop but an active grammar of ascent and descent, risk and refuge. Dialogue bears the tang of local speech without caricature. The result is a texture that feels both intimate and expansive, as if private emotion were written upon the vast ledger of the land.

In literary history, A Pair of Blue Eyes stands as a bridge between Hardy’s early experiments and the mature Wessex novels that followed. It consolidates his vision of region as moral and imaginative field, and it proves his gift for structuring plots that turn on choice under pressure. Later novelists drew from Hardy’s fusion of sensuous landscape, social critique, and psychological candor; the novel thus forms part of a lineage that reaches into twentieth-century realism and modernism. Its poise between pastoral grace and modern anxiety helped keep alive a novelistic mode where feeling is inseparable from environment and where ethics is measured in ordinary acts.

Understanding its original context deepens appreciation. The story first reached readers in magazine installments, and the episodic design shaped its rhythms of revelation and delay. Victorian serial culture encouraged vivid set pieces, strategic pauses, and contrasts that highlight the stakes of each encounter. The period’s debates about science, faith, and progress hum in the background, as do the new routes of travel and work that altered provincial life. Hardy writes from within that moment, attentive to how letters and professions can reposition a person in the social field, and to how reputation, once formed, can stiffen or soften like plaster in the sea air.

Biographical experience informs without confining the novel. Hardy visited Cornwall as a young man while engaged in architectural work on a parish church, and there he met Emma Gifford, who later became his wife. The remoteness of the parish, the moorland paths, the sudden nearness of the sea, and the demands of ecclesiastical restoration all left their mark on his imagination. Yet the book is not memoir disguised. It transforms observation into art, distilling impressions of place and temperament into a narrative that tests its characters with scrupulous fairness. The Cornish setting becomes a crucible in which private histories are clarified by wind, cliff, and sky.

Critics and readers have long valued the novel’s visual power and moral tact. While later works by Hardy may have eclipsed it in fame, this book remains crucial for understanding how he learned to yoke empathy to rigor. Scholars point to its subtle handling of gendered expectations and its frank depiction of class negotiation. They often single out its engagement with scientific and historical imagination, where a fossil, a ruin, or a distant horizon reframes immediate trouble. The story’s equilibrium of tenderness and scrutiny shows a writer willing to honor feeling while refusing to sentimentalize it, a posture that has sustained interest across generations.

For contemporary audiences, the novel feels strikingly current in its concerns. It asks how far aspiration can stretch within inherited hierarchies, how mentorship and admiration can shade into power, and how public judgment bears upon private choice. It considers the ethics of love when inequality—of class, experience, or authority—tilts the field. In an age still parsing the pressures of reputation and the allure of social mobility, Hardy’s questions remain sharp. The book’s landscapes frame dilemmas that many will recognize: the wish to be seen truly, the fear of misreading another, and the labor of choosing when each option exacts a different kind of cost.

Approach the novel with an eye for patterns. Notice how weather registers mood, how pathways and thresholds mark decision points, and how seemingly minor objects accrue meaning. Attend to the precision of Hardy’s diction and the dry humor that punctuates his scenes. The serial architecture invites patient reading: each episode places the characters under a slightly different light, revealing new angles without collapsing complexity. Above all, watch how ideals glimmer and harden, how self-images meet their tests, and how the landscape keeps its own counsel. The pleasure lies in tracing these correspondences as the narrative’s music modulates from promise toward reckoning.

In sum, A Pair of Blue Eyes offers a lucid inquiry into love, class, and conscience set against a landscape that never ceases to speak. Its enduring appeal rests on the elegance of its prose, the finesse of its psychological insight, and the tensile strength of its structure. Readers return to it for the freshness of its scenes, the gravity of its questions, and the way it anticipates Hardy’s later achievements. It remains relevant because it honors yearning while acknowledging constraint, making beauty and difficulty share the same vista. To begin here is to meet Hardy’s art in the moment it finds its decisive voice.
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    Thomas Hardy’s A Pair of Blue Eyes opens on the remote North Cornish coast, where Elfride Swancourt, the sheltered daughter of the local vicar, meets Stephen Smith, a young architect’s assistant visiting to survey the church. The isolation of Endelstow heightens their sudden intimacy: quiet walks along cliffs, shared music, and playful conversation reveal a quick sympathy between them. Elfride’s lively curiosity and Stephen’s earnest ambition create a delicate bond, colored by her inexperience and his deference. The sea, moor, and church form a vivid backdrop, casting their connection as both private and precarious amid the watchful rhythms of a small parish.

Their courtship unfolds in secrecy and constraint. Chess games, books, and architectural sketches become tokens of closeness, while unspoken rules of class hover over each moment. Stephen’s modest origins contrast with Elfride’s position as a clergyman’s daughter with local ties, raising doubts about their future. Mr. Swancourt, initially flattered by Stephen’s gentility, cools upon learning more of his background. The young couple make promises with a mixture of boldness and hesitation, balancing affection against propriety. Social rank, parental judgment, and the fear of scandal turn private affection into risk, moving the pair from innocent companionship toward choices they scarcely understand.

Pressures mount, and the lovers consider a bold escape. A covert journey tempts them with the possibility of a future unhindered by expectation, yet Elfride’s conscience asserts itself at the crucial hour. She halts and retreats, leaving Stephen to accept that feeling alone cannot overturn convention. Resolving to better his prospects, he departs to make his way elsewhere, while Elfride returns to a life defined by watchfulness and rumor. Promises hang suspended in letters and silences. Around them, the social world tightens: the neighboring Luxellian estate, with its lineage and decorum, stands as a constant reminder of the barriers they face.

Time passes, and Henry Knight, a friend and mentor to Stephen, arrives at Endelstow. A critic and man of letters, Knight is drawn to Elfride’s freshness and the austere beauty of the coast. Intellect meets ingenuousness in their conversations, inviting a new attachment shaped by admiration as much as feeling. A dramatic mishap on the cliffs tests nerve and resourcefulness, creating a charged intimacy without settling its meaning. Under the grandeur of sea and sky, ideals of character and purity come to the fore. Elfride seems to Knight both spontaneous and inscrutable, and her guardedness promises more history than she readily confesses.

As trust deepens, fragments of Elfride’s earlier past emerge, complicating Knight’s elevated ideals. He had cherished an image of unblemished simplicity, and the revelation of prior attachments unsettles him. Victorian standards—especially the different expectations placed on women—shape his reactions, which turn cautious and exacting. Meanwhile, Mrs. Jethway, a watchful local figure burdened by her own grievances, hints at knowledge that could ignite scandal. Small tokens—a portrait, a letter, a remark overheard—acquire disquieting weight. Elfride’s attempts to be truthful on her own terms collide with Knight’s need for clarity and control, and their courtship becomes a delicate negotiation of truth and expectation.

Circumstances shift again when Mr. Swancourt remarries and relocates, drawing Elfride from the lonely coast to a more public world of drawing rooms and visiting lists. Distance complicates communication: intentions are delayed, letters go astray, and partial truths harden into doubts. Knight, torn between admiration and scruple, hesitates. Elfride, more visible and more vulnerable in town, navigates offers of friendship that easily become scrutiny. Even as London broadens the stage, Endelstow’s cliffs and church persist in memory, a measure of what has been promised and deferred. The narrative moves between interior reflection and social display, tightening the net of expectations around its central figures.

Stephen’s return sets old vows against new circumstances. Improved in confidence but still sensitive to social lines, he encounters Knight not only as a former mentor but as a rival bound to him by loyalty and misunderstanding. Meetings are awkward, cordialities strained, and a succession of near-encounters and crossed signals intensifies uncertainties. Natural dramas—a gale, a perilous coastline, journeys by rail and sea—mirror the characters’ inner tempests. Each man interprets Elfride’s reticence according to his values, while she weighs feeling against duty and the lessons of experience. The triangle’s geometry tightens, and every gesture appears to promise, or betray, a possible future.

Under personal and familial pressures, decisions crystallize quickly. Elfride faces competing claims of affection, principle, security, and reputation, with little time for the measured deliberation she once imagined possible. Misjudgments and delays exact a price, and choices made to prevent scandal create fresh complications. The narrative’s final movements turn on recognition and consequence: what has been withheld comes partially to light, altering loyalties and expectations. Outcomes arrive with the swift inevitability of circumstance rather than melodrama. Without fixing blame, the story registers the limits of romantic idealism when tested by class, convention, and the fragile balance between candor and discretion.

A Pair of Blue Eyes presents a clear arc from secluded innocence to entanglement in social codes, reflecting on how love, truth, and status intersect in Victorian life. Hardy emphasizes perception—how each character sees and is seen—suggesting that a person’s essence can be obscured by ideals and appearances. The famed Cornish landscape shapes the plot and mood, rendering private dilemmas against an elemental stage. The novel’s central message concerns the costs of rigid judgment and the difficulty of reconciling feeling with propriety. It leaves readers with a nuanced portrait of choice under constraint, where sincerity struggles to survive the world that weighs it.
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    Thomas Hardy situates A Pair of Blue Eyes in the early 1860s on the north Cornish coast, transmuted into his Wessex locale of Endelstow. The topography mirrors stretches between Boscastle, Beeny, and Tintagel—cliffed, wind-swept, and relatively isolated compared with the more accessible south coast. Rural parishes scattered across slate uplands depended on agriculture, small-scale fishing, and trades linked indirectly to nearby mining districts. Travel to London or provincial centers required a combination of coach and rail, and the coast’s perilous geology shaped daily life. The novel’s rectory, church, manor, and treacherous cliffs reflect a community poised between seclusion and the encroaching modern world.

The story unfolds within a Victorian parish society where the Church of England, the resident gentry, and dependent tenants set the rhythm of life. Rectors held social and moral authority, the manor house oversaw local patronage, and propriety governed courtship and reputation. Although Britain in the 1860s was industrial and imperial, North Cornwall remained peripheral, with emerging rail links shortening journeys but not abolishing remoteness. Communication improved through the Penny Post and telegraph, yet custom, kinship, and deference persisted. The novel’s timeline aligns with this hinge moment, when national modernization strained traditional hierarchies, highlighting tensions between professional ambition and hereditary privilege.

The mid-Victorian church restoration movement profoundly shaped western counties between the 1840s and 1870s. Spurred by the Cambridge Camden Society (founded 1839) and its journal The Ecclesiologist (1841), reformers advocated medieval Gothic as the proper Anglican style. Architects such as Sir George Gilbert Scott oversaw thousands of restorations, replacing box pews, reopening chancels, and installing stone tracery and encaustic tiles. Ecclesiastical Commissioners’ funds and parish subscriptions enabled works in remote districts. Cornwall’s medieval churches—weathered, often altered in the 18th century—became targets for “restoration” that frequently meant far-reaching rebuilding. Hardy, trained in ecclesiastical architecture, absorbed these practices, their aesthetics, and their social frictions.

In 1870 Hardy surveyed St Juliot Church in north Cornwall for restoration, an assignment that brought him into the very landscape he would fictionalize as Endelstow. The episode, historically documented through his memoirs and letters, exemplified the movement’s reach into secluded parishes. In A Pair of Blue Eyes, Stephen Smith first appears as an architectural assistant engaged by the rector to advise on church works, replicating the professional encounter that introduced Hardy to the parish milieu. The novel’s conversations about fabric, fittings, and parish tastes mirror disputes over “correct” Gothic, parish identity, and the costs borne by communities when fashion and doctrine converged.

Restoration also entailed local power. Patrons who controlled church livings and purse strings influenced what was altered, while clergy mediated between reformist architects and conservative parishioners. Across Britain, controversies erupted over removing galleries, box pews, and painted texts, and over introducing stone altars, chancels rails, or ritualist fittings. These debates intersected with the Oxford Movement’s legacy and led to ritual prosecutions in the 1860s. Hardy’s novel compresses this climate into Endelstow’s social stage: a rector with aspirations, a genteel patronal house, and a professional outsider. The book registers how architectural change negotiated status, taste, and theology, making the church a crucible of Victorian local politics.

Railway expansion transformed access to Cornwall. Isambard Kingdom Brunel’s Royal Albert Bridge opened on 2 May 1859, linking the Cornwall Railway with the Great Western Railway at Saltash and connecting Truro that year; Penzance gained through connection by 1867. Yet North Cornwall remained comparatively remote, with inland coach journeys from railheads still necessary. Faster travel enabled London visits and a modest trickle of tourists and professionals, while retaining a sense of distance. In the novel, journeys by train and carriage structure courtship and misunderstanding, and the contrast between metropolitan speed and coastal isolation heightens the stakes of letters, meetings, and the fragility of reputation.

Victorian professionalization elevated architects, engineers, and surveyors. The Institution of Civil Engineers (1818) and the Royal Institute of British Architects (1834) formalized credentials, exams, and networks. Post-1851 building booms, sanitation works, and ecclesiastical restorations created demand for trained assistants, often apprenticed from modest backgrounds. Fees, contract law, and specification writing became markers of expertise. Stephen Smith embodies this meritocratic promise: self-improving, technically adept, and mobile between countryside and metropolis. Yet the novel also shows how professional rank could not easily trump birth; Stephen’s competence meets resistance from clerical snobbery and gentry gatekeeping, exposing the era’s partial, uneven opening of careers to talent.

Marriage and family law framed personal decisions. The Matrimonial Causes Act 1857 moved divorce from ecclesiastical to civil courts, but costs and double standards persisted: men could divorce for adultery alone; women required adultery plus aggravating offenses. Coverture limited married women’s property until the Married Women’s Property Act 1870 allowed earnings and small inheritances to be kept by wives. Reputation, chaperonage, and clandestine ceremonies remained pressing concerns. In Hardy’s plot, secrecy around engagements, paternal oversight of suitors, and the consequences of a clandestine marriage dramatize how legal and social constraints shaped women’s choices, while male mobility and leniency of judgment reflected gendered inequities.

Landed power and church patronage structured rural authority. Advowsons—the rights to present clergy—were tradable commodities until the 20th century, allowing gentry families to nominate rectors and influence parish life. Tithes (commuted after 1836) and glebe revenues sustained clerical households tied to local elites. In Cornwall, county families dominated civic offices and controlled estates whose tenants depended on favorable relations. A Pair of Blue Eyes displays this nexus through the Luxellian household’s prestige and the rector’s social ambitions, showing how marriage alliances could consolidate status and secure parochial preferment. The tensions between patronal expectations and personal affection form a persistent historical undertone.

The Victorian periodical press expanded rapidly after fiscal barriers fell—stamp duty was abolished in 1855 and paper duty in 1861—creating influential reviews like the Saturday Review (1855), the Cornhill Magazine (1860), and the Academy (1869). Critics shaped reputations and policed taste in science, theology, and literature for a widening middle-class readership. Henry Knight, a man of letters and reviewer, personifies the metropolitan critic whose judgments reach the provinces. The novel registers the power imbalance between print arbiters and provincial aspirants such as Stephen, while illustrating how the press mediated national debates and codified respectability that provincial families internalized in courting and kinship decisions.

Scientific debates unsettled Victorian certainties. Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species (1859) and the 1860 Oxford debate between T. H. Huxley and Bishop Samuel Wilberforce signaled a cultural shift; Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1830–33) had already popularized deep time. Cornwall’s slates and fossils fed amateur geology and tourist curiosity. In the novel’s celebrated cliff scene, a stranded Henry Knight stares at ancient strata and a fossilized creature, a tableau of human smallness before geological time. This episode encodes Darwinian and Lyellian perspectives—nature’s indifferent processes dwarf human passion—folding contemporary scientific discourse into the dramatic topography of north Cornwall.

Cornish mining’s boom and decline formed a regional backdrop. The Camborne–Redruth district led global copper output in the early 19th century; by the 1860s, competition from Chile and the American West, and a copper price slump around 1866, precipitated closures. Tin survived longer but faced volatility, prompting emigration to the United States, South Africa, and Australia. Parishes experienced out-migration, depressed wages, and fluctuating charity. Although A Pair of Blue Eyes centers on a clerical-gentry milieu, the atmosphere of precarious livelihoods and the necessity of seeking advancement elsewhere inform Stephen’s aspirations and the contrast between metropolitan opportunity and the coast’s contracting economies.

Electoral reform reframed political discourse. The Second Reform Act (1867) extended the borough franchise to many urban male householders, doubling the electorate by 1868; rural counties would follow more fully with the 1884 act. Campaigns, newspapers, and public meetings proliferated, while party organization modernized. In southwest counties, Anglican clergy often leaned Conservative, while Nonconformist strongholds tended to Liberalism. The novel rarely names parties, yet its portrayal of local deference, clerical conservatism, and unease with professional upstarts reflects the period’s struggles over who should wield authority. The muted presence of national politics underscores how reform filtered unevenly into remote Cornish parishes.

Maritime peril was a constant. The Royal National Lifeboat Institution (founded 1824) established stations along the north coast—Padstow (from 1827), Bude (1837), and later Port Isaac (1869)—responding to wrecks on lee shores and granite headlands. Trinity House expanded lighthouse coverage—Trevose Head’s light dates to 1847—yet storms continued to claim ships. Victorian culture celebrated rescue heroism while fearing scandal from coastal wrecking lore. Hardy’s cliff episodes and rapid weather changes echo documented hazards, and the solemn movement of Elfride’s coffin through the parish recalls ceremonial responses to sudden death that coastal communities knew well, binding personal tragedy to a landscape of risk.

Publication norms shaped content. A Pair of Blue Eyes appeared serially in Tinsley’s Magazine from September 1872 to July 1873, then in three volumes in 1873. Circulating libraries led by Mudie’s (founded 1842) enforced moral expectations that discouraged explicit treatment of sexuality or radical challenges to marriage. Serial pacing required cliffhangers and occasional recalibration of plot incidents. Hardy revised details between serial and volume editions, navigating market sensitivities. The novel’s management of Elfride’s past and the calibrated tone toward clandestine marriage reveal how commercial and editorial pressures intersected with historical mores, reinforcing the boundaries that characters themselves cannot safely cross.

Hardy’s narrative critiques mid-Victorian social order by revealing a hierarchy that rewards lineage over ability. The rector’s drawing room becomes a tribunal where birth, accent, and connections outrank technical competence, and where a young woman’s reputation is policed more harshly than a man’s. The book exposes the patronage web—advowsons, introductions, and dinner-table verdicts—that gates professional advancement and marriage. By staging metropolitan criticism’s authority over provincial lives, it satirizes cultural centralization. The indifferent cliff and fossil counterpoint these human rituals, implying that the supposed moral architecture of class and church lacks nature’s durability and, therefore, moral legitimacy.

As social and political commentary, the novel lays bare gender constraints and legal inequities that made clandestine choices both necessary and ruinous. Under coverture and unequal divorce standards, Elfride’s options narrow to obedience, secrecy, or scandal, while men pivot between mobility and leniency. The gentry’s control of clerical office and local taste illustrates how power reproduces itself under the banner of “tradition,” including in church restorations that erase parish memory. By placing professional merit, scientific doubt, and rural isolation in tension, Hardy argues that the era’s reforms—railways, press, and law—left untouched core injustices of class authority and the double moral standard.
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    Thomas Hardy (1840–1928) was an English novelist and poet whose work spans the late Victorian era and the early twentieth century. Best known for the novels set in his partly fictionalized Wessex, he explored the pressures of social convention, economic change, and accident on individual lives. His writing bridges realist detail and a darker, often tragic vision associated with European naturalism. Hardy also produced a substantial body of poetry, later regarded as central to his achievement. Across genres, his focus on rural communities, ethical ambiguity, and the limits of human agency secured a lasting place in English literature.

Hardy grew up in rural Dorset and was educated locally before training as an architect. In the early 1860s he worked in London as an assistant in church restoration and read widely in contemporary science, philosophy, and literature. Encounters with the period’s debates over faith and doubt, alongside the pull of classical tragedy and the English ballad tradition, shaped his sense of fate and voice. Returning to the West Country, he drew deeply on regional speech, customs, and landscapes. Influences from Victorian realism and continental naturalism informed his commitment to depicting social constraint, chance, and the ironies of moral judgment.

While maintaining architectural work, Hardy drafted fiction, first attempting poems and an early novel that remained unpublished. His debut in print as a novelist came with Desperate Remedies in the early 1870s, followed by Under the Greenwood Tree and A Pair of Blue Eyes. During these years he developed the Wessex setting, mapping real Dorset and neighboring counties into a coherent imaginative geography. The pastoral warmth of Under the Greenwood Tree contrasts with the more melodramatic elements of Desperate Remedies, indicating his range. Serial publication in periodicals trained his narrative pacing and sharpened attention to scene, dialogue, and recurring local types.

Hardy’s breakthrough was Far from the Madding Crowd, which established him as a major novelist and led to a sustained period of productivity. Major works from the later 1870s and 1880s include The Return of the Native, The Mayor of Casterbridge, and The Woodlanders. These novels tested characters against accident, community pressure, and their own temperaments, often within vividly rendered rural economies. Readers praised the power of his landscapes and storytelling, even as some critics objected to his bleakness. Short fiction collections such as Wessex Tales broadened his canvas, extending themes of irony and mischance across village histories and personal destinies.

In the early 1890s Hardy published Tess of the d’Urbervilles, followed a few years later by Jude the Obscure. Both works confronted sexual double standards, class barriers, and religious hypocrisy with unusual frankness for the period. The fierce criticism Jude received from moral guardians, coupled with the pressures of serialization and censorship, convinced him to abandon the novel. Thereafter he dedicated himself to poetry, which he had long valued privately. The decision marks a decisive shift in his career: the concerns of the fiction persist, but are reframed in lyric, elegy, satire, and dramatic verse rather than extended prose narrative.

Hardy’s first major poetic volume, Wessex Poems, appeared in the late 1890s, followed by Poems of the Past and Present and many subsequent collections. His vast verse drama The Dynasts, published in parts in the early 1900s, reimagined the Napoleonic wars through a chorus-like perspective on history and chance. He favored clear diction, traditional stanza forms, and ballad measures, yet embraced tonal experiment and conversational directness. After the death of his first wife, he wrote the elegiac sequence commonly known as Poems of 1912–13, among his most admired work. Later volumes during and after the First World War deepened his meditations on time and loss.

In his later decades Hardy continued to revise and publish poems, issue collected editions, and oversee presentations of the Wessex novels. He remained closely tied to Dorset and the landscapes that nourished his imagination. By the 1920s he was widely recognized as a central figure in English letters. Subsequent generations of novelists and poets have drawn on his unsentimental rural vision, tragic irony, and alertness to social constraint. His fiction is read for its psychological acuity and regional richness; his poetry for its formal restraint and emotional candor. Today he stands as a bridge between Victorian narrative art and modern poetic introspection.
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The following chapters were written at a time when the craze for indiscriminate church-restoration[1] had just reached the remotest nooks of western England, where the wild and tragic features of the coast had long combined in perfect harmony with the crude Gothic Art of the ecclesiastical buildings scattered along it, throwing into extraordinary discord all architectural attempts at newness there. To restore the grey carcases of a mediaevalism whose spirit had fled, seemed a not less incongruous act than to set about renovating the adjoining crags themselves.

Hence it happened that an imaginary history of three human hearts, whose emotions were not without correspondence with these material circumstances, found in the ordinary incidents of such church-renovations a fitting frame for its presentation.

The shore and country about ‘Castle Boterel’ is now getting well known, and will be readily recognized. The spot is, I may add, the furthest westward of all those convenient corners wherein I have ventured to erect my theatre for these imperfect little dramas of country life and passions; and it lies near to, or no great way beyond, the vague border of the Wessex kingdom on that side, which, like the westering verge of modern American settlements, was progressive and uncertain.

This, however, is of little importance. The place is pre-eminently (for one person at least) the region of dream and mystery. The ghostly birds, the pall-like sea, the frothy wind, the eternal soliloquy of the waters, the bloom of dark purple cast, that seems to exhale from the shoreward precipices, in themselves lend to the scene an atmosphere like the twilight of a night vision.


One enormous sea-bord cliff in particular figures in the narrative; and
for some forgotten reason or other this cliff was described in the story
as being without a name. Accuracy would require the statement to be
that a remarkable cliff which resembles in many points the cliff of the
description bears a name that no event has made famous.

 T. H.
March 1899




 THE PERSONS

 ELFRIDE SWANCOURT a young Lady
 CHRISTOPHER SWANCOURT a Clergyman
 STEPHEN SMITH an Architect
 HENRY KNIGHT a Reviewer and Essayist
 CHARLOTTE TROYTON a rich Widow
 GERTRUDE JETHWAY a poor Widow
 SPENSER HUGO LUXELLIAN a Peer
 LADY LUXELLIAN his Wife
 MARY AND KATE two little Girls
 WILLIAM WORM a dazed Factotum
 JOHN SMITH a Master-mason
 JANE SMITH his Wife
 MARTIN CANNISTER a Sexton
 UNITY a Maid-servant

 Other servants, masons, labourers, grooms, nondescripts, etc., etc.



THE SCENE



Mostly on the outskirts of Lower Wessex. 
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 ‘A fair vestal, throned in the west’ 



Elfride Swancourt was a girl whose emotions lay very near the surface. Their nature more precisely, and as modified by the creeping hours of time, was known only to those who watched the circumstances of her history.

Personally, she was the combination of very interesting particulars, whose rarity, however, lay in the combination itself rather than in the individual elements combined. As a matter of fact, you did not see the form and substance of her features when conversing with her; and this charming power of preventing a material study of her lineaments by an interlocutor, originated not in the cloaking effect of a well-formed manner (for her manner was childish and scarcely formed), but in the attractive crudeness of the remarks themselves. She had lived all her life in retirement—the monstrari gigito of idle men had not flattered her, and at the age of nineteen or twenty she was no further on in social consciousness than an urban young lady of fifteen.

One point in her, however, you did notice: that was her eyes. In them was seen a sublimation of all of her; it was not necessary to look further: there she lived.

These eyes were blue;[1q] blue as autumn distance—blue as the blue we see between the retreating mouldings of hills and woody slopes on a sunny September morning. A misty and shady blue, that had no beginning or surface, and was looked INTO rather than AT.

As to her presence, it was not powerful; it was weak. Some women can make their personality pervade the atmosphere of a whole banqueting hall; Elfride’s was no more pervasive than that of a kitten.

Elfride had as her own the thoughtfulness which appears in the face of the Madonna della Sedia[2], without its rapture: the warmth and spirit of the type of woman’s feature most common to the beauties—mortal and immortal—of Rubens, without their insistent fleshiness. The characteristic expression of the female faces of Correggio—that of the yearning human thoughts that lie too deep for tears—was hers sometimes, but seldom under ordinary conditions.

The point in Elfride Swancourt’s life at which a deeper current may be said to have permanently set in, was one winter afternoon when she found herself standing, in the character of hostess, face to face with a man she had never seen before—moreover, looking at him with a Miranda-like curiosity and interest that she had never yet bestowed on a mortal.

On this particular day her father, the vicar of a parish on the sea-swept outskirts of Lower Wessex, and a widower, was suffering from an attack of gout. After finishing her household supervisions Elfride became restless, and several times left the room, ascended the staircase, and knocked at her father’s chamber-door.

‘Come in!’ was always answered in a hearty out-of-door voice from the inside.

‘Papa,’ she said on one occasion to the fine, red-faced, handsome man of forty, who, puffing and fizzing like a bursting bottle, lay on the bed wrapped in a dressing-gown, and every now and then enunciating, in spite of himself, about one letter of some word or words that were almost oaths; ‘papa, will you not come downstairs this evening?’ She spoke distinctly: he was rather deaf.

‘Afraid not—eh-hh!—very much afraid I shall not, Elfride. Piph-ph-ph! I can’t bear even a handkerchief upon this deuced toe of mine, much less a stocking or slipper—piph-ph-ph! There ‘tis again! No, I shan’t get up till to-morrow.’

‘Then I hope this London man won’t come; for I don’t know what I should do, papa.’

‘Well, it would be awkward, certainly.’

‘I should hardly think he would come to-day.’

‘Why?’

‘Because the wind blows so.’

‘Wind! What ideas you have, Elfride! Who ever heard of wind stopping a man from doing his business? The idea of this toe of mine coming on so suddenly!...If he should come, you must send him up to me, I suppose, and then give him some food and put him to bed in some way. Dear me, what a nuisance all this is!’

‘Must he have dinner?’

‘Too heavy for a tired man at the end of a tedious journey.’

‘Tea, then?’

‘Not substantial enough.’

‘High tea[3], then? There is cold fowl, rabbit-pie, some pasties, and things of that kind.’

‘Yes, high tea.’

‘Must I pour out his tea, papa?’

‘Of course; you are the mistress of the house.’

‘What! sit there all the time with a stranger, just as if I knew him, and not anybody to introduce us?’

‘Nonsense, child, about introducing; you know better than that. A practical professional man, tired and hungry, who has been travelling ever since daylight this morning, will hardly be inclined to talk and air courtesies to-night. He wants food and shelter, and you must see that he has it, simply because I am suddenly laid up and cannot. There is nothing so dreadful in that, I hope? You get all kinds of stuff into your head from reading so many of those novels.’

‘Oh no; there is nothing dreadful in it when it becomes plainly a case of necessity like this. But, you see, you are always there when people come to dinner, even if we know them; and this is some strange London man of the world, who will think it odd, perhaps.’

‘Very well; let him.’

‘Is he Mr. Hewby’s partner?’

‘I should scarcely think so: he may be.’

‘How old is he, I wonder?’

‘That I cannot tell. You will find the copy of my letter to Mr. Hewby, and his answer, upon the table in the study. You may read them, and then you’ll know as much as I do about our visitor.’

‘I have read them.’

‘Well, what’s the use of asking questions, then? They contain all I know. Ugh-h-h!...Od plague you, you young scamp! don’t put anything there! I can’t bear the weight of a fly.’

‘Oh, I am sorry, papa. I forgot; I thought you might be cold,’ she said, hastily removing the rug she had thrown upon the feet of the sufferer; and waiting till she saw that consciousness of her offence had passed from his face, she withdrew from the room, and retired again downstairs.
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 ‘Twas on the evening of a winter’s day.’ 



When two or three additional hours had merged the same afternoon in evening, some moving outlines might have been observed against the sky on the summit of a wild lone hill in that district. They circumscribed two men, having at present the aspect of silhouettes, sitting in a dog-cart and pushing along in the teeth of the wind. Scarcely a solitary house or man had been visible along the whole dreary distance of open country they were traversing; and now that night had begun to fall, the faint twilight, which still gave an idea of the landscape to their observation, was enlivened by the quiet appearance of the planet Jupiter, momentarily gleaming in intenser brilliancy in front of them, and by Sirius shedding his rays in rivalry from his position over their shoulders. The only lights apparent on earth were some spots of dull red, glowing here and there upon the distant hills, which, as the driver of the vehicle gratuitously remarked to the hirer, were smouldering fires for the consumption of peat and gorse-roots, where the common was being broken up for agricultural purposes. The wind prevailed with but little abatement from its daytime boisterousness, three or four small clouds, delicate and pale, creeping along under the sky southward to the Channel.

Fourteen of the sixteen miles intervening between the railway terminus and the end of their journey had been gone over, when they began to pass along the brink of a valley some miles in extent, wherein the wintry skeletons of a more luxuriant vegetation than had hitherto surrounded them proclaimed an increased richness of soil, which showed signs of far more careful enclosure and management than had any slopes they had yet passed. A little farther, and an opening in the elms stretching up from this fertile valley revealed a mansion.

‘That’s Endelstow House, Lord Luxellian’s,’ said the driver.

‘Endelstow House, Lord Luxellian’s,’ repeated the other mechanically. He then turned himself sideways, and keenly scrutinized the almost invisible house with an interest which the indistinct picture itself seemed far from adequate to create. ‘Yes, that’s Lord Luxellian’s,’ he said yet again after a while, as he still looked in the same direction.

‘What, be we going there?’

‘No; Endelstow Vicarage, as I have told you.’

‘I thought you m’t have altered your mind, sir, as ye have stared that way at nothing so long.’

‘Oh no; I am interested in the house, that’s all.’

‘Most people be, as the saying is.’

‘Not in the sense that I am.’

‘Oh!...Well, his family is no better than my own, ‘a b’lieve.’

‘How is that?’

‘Hedgers and ditchers by rights. But once in ancient times one of ‘em, when he was at work, changed clothes with King Charles the Second, and saved the king’s life. King Charles came up to him like a common man, and said off-hand, “Man in the smock-frock, my name is Charles the Second, and that’s the truth on’t. Will you lend me your clothes?” “I don’t mind if I do,” said Hedger Luxellian; and they changed there and then. “Now mind ye,” King Charles the Second said, like a common man, as he rode away, “if ever I come to the crown, you come to court, knock at the door, and say out bold, ‘Is King Charles the Second at home?’ Tell your name, and they shall let you in, and you shall be made a lord.” Now, that was very nice of Master Charley?’

‘Very nice indeed.’

‘Well, as the story is, the king came to the throne; and some years after that, away went Hedger Luxellian, knocked at the king’s door, and asked if King Charles the Second was in. “No, he isn’t,” they said. “Then, is Charles the Third?” said Hedger Luxellian. “Yes,” said a young feller standing by like a common man, only he had a crown on, “my name is Charles the Third.” And——’

‘I really fancy that must be a mistake. I don’t recollect anything in English history about Charles the Third,’ said the other in a tone of mild remonstrance.

‘Oh, that’s right history enough, only ‘twasn’t prented; he was rather a queer-tempered man, if you remember.’

‘Very well; go on.’

‘And, by hook or by crook, Hedger Luxellian was made a lord, and everything went on well till some time after, when he got into a most terrible row with King Charles the Fourth.

‘I can’t stand Charles the Fourth. Upon my word, that’s too much.’

‘Why? There was a George the Fourth, wasn’t there?’

‘Certainly.’

‘Well, Charleses be as common as Georges. However I’ll say no more about it....Ah, well! ‘tis the funniest world ever I lived in—upon my life ‘tis. Ah, that such should be!’

The dusk had thickened into darkness while they thus conversed, and the outline and surface of the mansion gradually disappeared. The windows, which had before been as black blots on a lighter expanse of wall, became illuminated, and were transfigured to squares of light on the general dark body of the night landscape as it absorbed the outlines of the edifice into its gloomy monochrome.

Not another word was spoken for some time, and they climbed a hill, then another hill piled on the summit of the first. An additional mile of plateau followed, from which could be discerned two light-houses on the coast they were nearing, reposing on the horizon with a calm lustre of benignity. Another oasis was reached; a little dell lay like a nest at their feet, towards which the driver pulled the horse at a sharp angle, and descended a steep slope which dived under the trees like a rabbit’s burrow. They sank lower and lower.

‘Endelstow Vicarage is inside here,’ continued the man with the reins. ‘This part about here is West Endelstow; Lord Luxellian’s is East Endelstow, and has a church to itself. Pa’son Swancourt is the pa’son of both, and bobs backward and forward. Ah, well! ‘tis a funny world. ‘A b’lieve there was once a quarry where this house stands. The man who built it in past time scraped all the glebe for earth to put round the vicarage, and laid out a little paradise of flowers and trees in the soil he had got together in this way, whilst the fields he scraped have been good for nothing ever since.’

‘How long has the present incumbent been here?’

‘Maybe about a year, or a year and half: ‘tisn’t two years; for they don’t scandalize him yet; and, as a rule, a parish begins to scandalize the pa’son at the end of two years among ‘em familiar. But he’s a very nice party. Ay, Pa’son Swancourt knows me pretty well from often driving over; and I know Pa’son Swancourt.’

They emerged from the bower, swept round in a curve, and the chimneys and gables of the vicarage became darkly visible. Not a light showed anywhere. They alighted; the man felt his way into the porch, and rang the bell.

At the end of three or four minutes, spent in patient waiting without hearing any sounds of a response, the stranger advanced and repeated the call in a more decided manner. He then fancied he heard footsteps in the hall, and sundry movements of the door-knob, but nobody appeared.

‘Perhaps they beant at home,’ sighed the driver. ‘And I promised myself a bit of supper in Pa’son Swancourt’s kitchen. Sich lovely mate-pize and figged keakes, and cider, and drops o’ cordial that they do keep here!’

‘All right, naibours! Be ye rich men or be ye poor men, that ye must needs come to the world’s end at this time o’ night?’ exclaimed a voice at this instant; and, turning their heads, they saw a rickety individual shambling round from the back door with a horn lantern dangling from his hand.

‘Time o’ night, ‘a b’lieve! and the clock only gone seven of ‘em. Show a light, and let us in, William Worm.’

‘Oh, that you, Robert Lickpan?’

‘Nobody else, William Worm.’

‘And is the visiting man a-come?’

‘Yes,’ said the stranger. ‘Is Mr. Swancourt at home?’

‘That ‘a is, sir. And would ye mind coming round by the back way? The front door is got stuck wi’ the wet, as he will do sometimes; and the Turk can’t open en. I know I am only a poor wambling man that ‘ill never pay the Lord for my making, sir; but I can show the way in, sir.’

The new arrival followed his guide through a little door in a wall, and then promenaded a scullery and a kitchen, along which he passed with eyes rigidly fixed in advance, an inbred horror of prying forbidding him to gaze around apartments that formed the back side of the household tapestry. Entering the hall, he was about to be shown to his room, when from the inner lobby of the front entrance, whither she had gone to learn the cause of the delay, sailed forth the form of Elfride. Her start of amazement at the sight of the visitor coming forth from under the stairs proved that she had not been expecting this surprising flank movement, which had been originated entirely by the ingenuity of William Worm.

She appeared in the prettiest of all feminine guises, that is to say, in demi-toilette, with plenty of loose curly hair tumbling down about her shoulders. An expression of uneasiness pervaded her countenance; and altogether she scarcely appeared woman enough for the situation. The visitor removed his hat, and the first words were spoken; Elfride prelusively looking with a deal of interest, not unmixed with surprise, at the person towards whom she was to do the duties of hospitality.

‘I am Mr. Smith,’ said the stranger in a musical voice.

‘I am Miss Swancourt,’ said Elfride.

Her constraint was over. The great contrast between the reality she beheld before her, and the dark, taciturn, sharp, elderly man of business who had lurked in her imagination—a man with clothes smelling of city smoke, skin sallow from want of sun, and talk flavoured with epigram—was such a relief to her that Elfride smiled, almost laughed, in the new-comer’s face.

Stephen Smith, who has hitherto been hidden from us by the darkness, was at this time of his life but a youth in appearance, and barely a man in years. Judging from his look, London was the last place in the world that one would have imagined to be the scene of his activities: such a face surely could not be nourished amid smoke and mud and fog and dust; such an open countenance could never even have seen anything of ‘the weariness, the fever, and the fret’ of Babylon the Second.

His complexion was as fine as Elfride’s own; the pink of his cheeks as delicate. His mouth as perfect as Cupid’s bow in form, and as cherry-red in colour as hers. Bright curly hair; bright sparkling blue-gray eyes; a boy’s blush and manner; neither whisker nor moustache, unless a little light-brown fur on his upper lip deserved the latter title: this composed the London professional man, the prospect of whose advent had so troubled Elfride.

Elfride hastened to say she was sorry to tell him that Mr. Swancourt was not able to receive him that evening, and gave the reason why. Mr. Smith replied, in a voice boyish by nature and manly by art, that he was very sorry to hear this news; but that as far as his reception was concerned, it did not matter in the least.

Stephen was shown up to his room. In his absence Elfride stealthily glided into her father’s.

‘He’s come, papa. Such a young man for a business man!’

‘Oh, indeed!’

‘His face is—well—PRETTY; just like mine.’

‘H’m! what next?’

‘Nothing; that’s all I know of him yet. It is rather nice, is it not?’

‘Well, we shall see that when we know him better. Go down and give the poor fellow something to eat and drink, for Heaven’s sake. And when he has done eating, say I should like to have a few words with him, if he doesn’t mind coming up here.’

The young lady glided downstairs again, and whilst she awaits young Smith’s entry, the letters referring to his visit had better be given.

1.—MR. SWANCOURT TO MR. HEWBY.

‘ENDELSTOW VICARAGE, Feb. 18, 18—.

‘SIR,—We are thinking of restoring the tower and aisle of the church in this parish; and Lord Luxellian, the patron of the living, has mentioned your name as that of a trustworthy architect whom it would be desirable to ask to superintend the work.

‘I am exceedingly ignorant of the necessary preliminary steps. Probably, however, the first is that (should you be, as Lord Luxellian says you are, disposed to assist us) yourself or some member of your staff come and see the building, and report thereupon for the satisfaction of parishioners and others.

‘The spot is a very remote one: we have no railway within fourteen miles; and the nearest place for putting up at—called a town, though merely a large village—is Castle Boterel, two miles further on; so that it would be most convenient for you to stay at the vicarage—which I am glad to place at your disposal—instead of pushing on to the hotel at Castle Boterel, and coming back again in the morning.

‘Any day of the next week that you like to name for the visit will find us quite ready to receive you.—Yours very truly,

CHRISTOPHER SWANCOURT. 2.—MR. HEWBY TO MR. SWANCOURT.

“PERCY PLACE, CHARING CROSS, Feb. 20, 18—.

‘DEAR SIR,—Agreeably to your request of the 18th instant, I have arranged to survey and make drawings of the aisle and tower of your parish church, and of the dilapidations which have been suffered to accrue thereto, with a view to its restoration.

‘My assistant, Mr. Stephen Smith, will leave London by the early train to-morrow morning for the purpose. Many thanks for your proposal to accommodate him. He will take advantage of your offer, and will probably reach your house at some hour of the evening. You may put every confidence in him, and may rely upon his discernment in the matter of church architecture.

‘Trusting that the plans for the restoration, which I shall prepare from the details of his survey, will prove satisfactory to yourself and Lord Luxellian, I am, dear sir, yours faithfully,

WALTER HEWBY.’ 
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 ‘Melodious birds sing madrigals’ 



That first repast in Endelstow Vicarage was a very agreeable one to young Stephen Smith. The table was spread, as Elfride had suggested to her father, with the materials for the heterogeneous meal called high tea—a class of refection welcome to all when away from men and towns, and particularly attractive to youthful palates. The table was prettily decked with winter flowers and leaves, amid which the eye was greeted by chops, chicken, pie, &c., and two huge pasties overhanging the sides of the dish with a cheerful aspect of abundance.

At the end, towards the fireplace, appeared the tea-service, of old-fashioned Worcester porcelain, and behind this arose the slight form of Elfride, attempting to add matronly dignity to the movement of pouring out tea, and to have a weighty and concerned look in matters of marmalade, honey, and clotted cream. Having made her own meal before he arrived, she found to her embarrassment that there was nothing left for her to do but talk when not assisting him. She asked him if he would excuse her finishing a letter she had been writing at a side-table, and, after sitting down to it, tingled with a sense of being grossly rude. However, seeing that he noticed nothing personally wrong in her, and that he too was embarrassed when she attentively watched his cup to refill it, Elfride became better at ease; and when furthermore he accidentally kicked the leg of the table, and then nearly upset his tea-cup, just as schoolboys did, she felt herself mistress of the situation, and could talk very well. In a few minutes ingenuousness and a common term of years obliterated all recollection that they were strangers just met. Stephen began to wax eloquent on extremely slight experiences connected with his professional pursuits; and she, having no experiences to fall back upon, recounted with much animation stories that had been related to her by her father, which would have astonished him had he heard with what fidelity of action and tone they were rendered. Upon the whole, a very interesting picture of Sweet-and-Twenty was on view that evening in Mr. Swancourt’s house.

Ultimately Stephen had to go upstairs and talk loud to the vicar, receiving from him between his puffs a great many apologies for calling him so unceremoniously to a stranger’s bedroom. ‘But,’ continued Mr. Swancourt, ‘I felt that I wanted to say a few words to you before the morning, on the business of your visit. One’s patience gets exhausted by staying a prisoner in bed all day through a sudden freak of one’s enemy—new to me, though—for I have known very little of gout as yet. However, he’s gone to my other toe in a very mild manner, and I expect he’ll slink off altogether by the morning. I hope you have been well attended to downstairs?’

‘Perfectly. And though it is unfortunate, and I am sorry to see you laid up, I beg you will not take the slightest notice of my being in the house the while.’

‘I will not. But I shall be down to-morrow. My daughter is an excellent doctor. A dose or two of her mild mixtures will fetch me round quicker than all the drug stuff in the world. Well, now about the church business. Take a seat, do. We can’t afford to stand upon ceremony in these parts as you see, and for this reason, that a civilized human being seldom stays long with us; and so we cannot waste time in approaching him, or he will be gone before we have had the pleasure of close acquaintance. This tower of ours is, as you will notice, entirely gone beyond the possibility of restoration; but the church itself is well enough. You should see some of the churches in this county. Floors rotten: ivy lining the walls.’
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