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Critics have generally acknowledged Thomas Hardy’s debt to Aeschylus
Sophocles,! but his debt to Euripides has been virtually ignored--and
wrongfully so. Only Duane Edwards has suggested that parallels exist
between Tess of the d’Urbervilles and Euripides’ Hippolytus, concluding that
“it seems certain that Hardy, an author who read Greek and knew the classics
well, consciously borrowed from Euripides when he wrote his novel about a
pure woman.”? Edwards’ note is neither rigorous nor extended, but he does
indicate, correctly, that an extended comparative study of Tess and the
Hippolytus would contribute to our understanding of both Hardy’s novel and
his indebtedness to Euripides.

Compelling external evidence exists for the assertion that Hardy was
influenced by Euripides. Hardy possessed the Bohn’s classical series
translations of Euripides, published in 1850 in three volumes. Written in
Hardy’s hand on the first leaf of the first volume is the following quotation
from Swinburne: “It is far easier to overtop Euripides by the head and
shoulders than to come up to the waist of Sophocles or the knee of
Aeschylus.” Underneath this quotation Hardy wrote in parentheses, “An old
opinion but not true.” It seems apparent from this note that Hardy did not
necessarily agree with the centuries-old sentiment. His notes elsewhere in the
Bohn volumes indicate that he read the Trojan Woman and the Hippolytus
most closely. He was obviously drawn to the treatment of love, passion, and
purity in the Hippolytus, for he underlined the following words: “Whosoever
has chastity, not that which is taught in schools, but that which is by nature.™
This quotation might have been a fitting epigraph for Tess, one that would
have immediately clarified the novel’s subtitle, “A Pure Woman.” Yet the
influence of Euripides on Tess is not limited to possible epigraphs. Far from
it. In this paper I propose to discuss more important parallels and
relationships in terms of plot, character, tone, and theme of the two works,
Tess and the Hippolytus. By doing so, I hope not only further to illuminate
Hardy’s novel but also to establish Euripides’ drama as one possible source
for Tess.

Hardy and Euripides were both, in many of their works, interested in the
position of women in a society maintained by man-made laws and mores. Just
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