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Set in the vast, brooding heathlands of 
England, this novel lays bare the frailties of 
human love.

Topics: Countries, England; Emotions, 
Love

Main Characters
Clym Yeobright    a young man of inherent 

goodness, who has been marked for 
either spectacular success or misfortune 
since boyhood

Damon Wildeve    a man of more learning 
than accomplishments and more 
weakness than evil

Diggory Venn    Thomasin's rejected suitor, 
whose influence on her behalf persists 
throughout the novel

Eustacia Vye    a gloomy beauty who 
dreams of escaping the barren heath life

Mrs Yeobright    Thomasin's aunt and 
Clym's mother, whose dire views of their 
destinies are fulfilled by the novel

Thomasin Yeobright    a gentle-hearted 
woman determined to wed Damon 
Wildeve

Vocabulary
barrow    prehistoric burial mound

constable    official charged with 
maintaining law and order

furze    related to gorse; a spiny, 
yellow-flowered shrub

mead    fermented drink made of water, 
honey, malt and yeast

redding    a red dye sold and used for the 
marking of sheep

weir    a fence set in a waterway for taking 
fish

Synopsis

The novel is set in the Wessex heath 
country during the mid-nineteenth century, 
where even the better families are set in 
their rustic ways. Thomasin Yeobright has 
twice been to the altar to wed Damon 
Wildeve, and twice the ceremony has been 
aborted. Mrs Yeobright, her aunt and 
guardian, caused the first of these 
cancellations, and views Wildeve as 
beneath her niece. Upon Thomasin's return 
to Egdon Heath in a state of humiliation 
from the second thwarted ceremony, Mrs 
Yeobright concurs with her niece that 
marrying Wildeve is now the most practical 
means of salvaging her reputation. 
 
Wildeve, before courting Thomasin, had 
pursued Eustacia Vye, an isolated, gloomy 
young beauty who dreams of escaping life 
on the heath. She confronts him with his 
treatment of her, and he stands uncertainly 
between the two women.
 
Thomasin had a previous suitor, Diggory 
Venn, whom she rejected as beneath her 
station. Diggory became a "reddleman", or 
a pedlar of sheep dye. It has turned his skin 
red and given him licence to roam the 
countryside. He renews his proposal to 
Thomasin, and Mrs Yeobright uses that 
renewal to spur Wildeve to the altar at last. 
 
Meanwhile, Clym Yeobright, Mrs Yeobright's 
only child, returns from Paris for the 
Christmas holidays. Eustacia's sights shift 
to him as a potential husband who can 
sweep her away from Egdon Heath. When 
their courtship is revealed to her, Mrs 
Yeobright again objects, seeing misfortune 
in the match. Like Thomasin and Wildeve, 
Clym and Eustacia are wed 
unceremoniously. But Clym has had 
enough of Paris, and his new plan is to 
open a school for the lower classes in the 
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heath country. Eustacia's gloom worsens, 
and Wildeve secretly attends her, as he 
toys with the notion of running away with 
Eustacia.
 
Eustacia fights to both subdue her 
depressions and remain a good wife, while 
Clym studies in preparation for his goal. He 
does so to excess, and the late nights of 
reading render him partially blind. This 
misfortune, added to the feud between 
Eusatacia and Mrs Yeobright, pushes the 
young wife into a state of deepening 
self-pity. Wildeve's temptation grows 
stronger, and only Diggory Venn's stealthy 
interference prevents it from boiling over 
into outright scandal.
 
Ultimately, Eustacia cannot bear life in 
Egdon. Mrs Yeobright's death causes a 
rupture in Eustacia's troubled relations with 
Clym, who blames his wife for the strange 
circumstances surrounding his mother's 
sudden passing. Eustacia decides to leave 
the area, and seeks Wildeve's help. He 
believes his own plan of eloping with her 
will come to fruition. Realising she is caught 
between her lack of means and Wildeve's 
weak character, Eustacia commits suicide. 
Wildeve and Clym both dive into the weir to 
save her. Only Clym survives.
 
A year passes, and Diggory arrives with the 
redding worn from his skin and his money 
converted into a dairy farm. He and 
Thomasin wed. Clym, his capacity for 
passion spent, turns to the trade of 
preaching. He travels the heath country 
pursuing it and is treated kindly because 
his listeners are well aware of his sad life 
story.

Open-Ended Questions

Use these open-ended questions as the 
basis for class discussions, student 
presentations, or extended writing 
assignments.

Initial Understanding
What was the major difference between 
Thomasin's and Eustacia's desires in 
marriage?

When Thomasin finally does wed Wildeve, 
she views it as a practical solution to her 
social predicament. She is content to settle 
for outward conformity with morality. 
Eustacia weds for love, but her love 
remains mixed with desires to escape the 
heath life and find her destiny abroad. She 
is no less mindful of duty or less sincere in 
her intentions than Thomasin, but Eustacia 
is more mindful of, and bound by, her 
passions.

Literary Analysis
What is the significance of the novel's title?

The chief "native" in question is Clym 
Yeobright. Unlike most of the heath folk, 
Clym has lived in Paris and knows of the 
world beyond Egdon. Rather than making 
him dissatisfied with his country birth place, 
as Eustacia is, the Paris life led Clym to 
embrace his native ways again. However, 
Eustacia can also be seen as one longing 
to return to a life that is "native" to her. The 
gap between city and country life also 
represents distances between places in the 
heart.

Inferential Comprehension
What is the significance of Diggory's trade?

As a reddleman, Diggory's skin turns as red 
as the dye he sells. It makes him both 
grotesque and common, and his vigilance 
on Thomasin's behalf borrows the 
bogey-man aspect of reddlemen as he 
haunts Wildeve's temptations. When he 
allows his white skin to resurface, Diggory 
is no longer invisible to Thomasin. The dye 
has been outward proof that she had not 
bothered to see him for the man within the 
skin before.
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Constructing Meaning
What difference might Mrs Yeobright have 
made in Clym's and Thomasin's marriages 
by being supportive from their beginnings?

Her support would probably not have 
changed their destinies. Mrs Yeobright, 
though stubborn and willful, was honest 
and insightful. She did not cause the 
misfortunes Thomasin and Clym faced; she 
merely foresaw them. She could no more 
have given Wildeve moral fortitude than 
she could have cured Eustacia's antipathy 
to the heath.

Teachable Skills

Understanding Hist./Cultural Factors:  
Love may be eternal, but the geometry of 
the love triangle has changed since the 
era in which Hardy set and wrote THE 
RETURN OF THE NATIVE. Ask students 
to analyse the predicaments of Thomasin, 
Wildeve, Eustacia, and Clym from a 
modern perspective. How would their 
choices and constraints be likely to shift if 
the story was written today? Their 
speculations can be grounded in analysis 
by further asking them to compare 
Wildeve's love triangle with other, later, 
literary specimens.

Understanding the Author's Craft:  Hardy 
wrote poetry. Try to locate some, and ask 
students to define his view of the 
landscape and ponder its importance to 
him. How does Hardy's relationship to the 
terrain compare to that of other novelists' 
treatment of their "worlds"? Steinbeck's 
California or the Brontes' Yorkshire Moors, 
for example, are staked out by the authors 
as "native" lands. Is Hardy's treatment 
more or less mythic, more or less honest, 
more or less convincing?

Understanding the Author's Craft:  Look 
at Hardy's poems, and ask students to 
compare the treatment and effect of 

similar themes in his poetry and fiction. 
One point of inquiry might be to ask 
whether Hardy is better, or more modern, 
or more compelling as a poet or as a 
novelist. Another question could be why a 
successful novelist like Hardy would 
abandon fiction for poetry in the last three 
decades of his life.

Responding to Literature:  There is 
considerable room for readers to direct 
both criticism and sympathy toward all the 
main characters in the novel. Invite 
students to discuss their 
sympathies.Which character seems to 
them the saddest? Which characters most 
deserve the fate that befalls them? Which 
is the most "modern" character, that is, 
the figure who could adapt most easily to 
our own era?
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