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Abstract 
  ‘The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid’ by Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) is a 
highly elaborated short story in terms of romantic ideology. It is abundant in what is 
called romantic imagery implicated by the wording of the title itself. The title suggests 
that this story evolves around the complicated ‘adventures’ that a milkmaid, Margery 
Tucker, experiences with the mysterious dark gentleman of ‘romance.’ Margery, ‘Na-
ture’s own image’ in the eyes of the Baron, gives him a refreshing impression and 
relieving effect at the critical moment of his trying to commit suicide.  
  The Baron takes Margery to a ball held at a certain manor house during the night, 
which is her only hope as a reward of saving his life. This experience affects Margery 
as it opens her mind to the upper class.  This story is somehow overlapped by that 
famous fairytale, Cinderella.  Though Margery enjoys the dreamlike ball with the 
Baron for the whole night long, she is brought back again to her position as a milk-
maid.  Her mind goes through a little change by this experience; once she saw and 
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experienced the world of the upper class, she cannot be satisfied with her betrothed, 
James Hayward, a village youth.   
  Hardy adopts a traditional story-telling technique in writing this story, as is often 
the case with him.  The assumed omniscient narrator asserts that his story is based 
upon the ‘the testimony’ of his ‘authority for the particulars of this story.’  The nar-
rator furthermore introduces in the narrative the testimonies by Margery and James as 
they are supposed to confirm the seeming truth.  This technique juxtaposes in a sense 
the past and the present in the narrative, which may be anticipating some aspect of the 
modern novel in the 20th century. 
  In this paper romantic imagery and some aspects of modernity in ‘The Romantic 
Adventures of a Milkmaid’ are discussed in relation with the narrative technique.   
 
 

 
Thomas Hardy (‘The Romantic Ad-

ventures of a Milkmaid’)1 F. B. Pinion ‘over-elaborate’
2 Romanticism

Margery Tucker James Hayward

3  

‘Romantic’ ‘a Milkmaid’

‘Romantic’ ‘Adventures’
(adventure)

                                                                    
1 Thomas Hardy, A Changed Man and Other Tales (Wessex Edition, rpt. by 
AMS Press: New York, 1984)

 
2 Thomas Hardy: His Life and Friends (London: Macmillan, 1992), 184. 
3 Cf. ‘The Science of Fiction,’ Harold Orel, ed., Thomas Hardy’s Personal Writings 
(London: Macmillan, 1967), 137.  
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William Wordsworth
Gothic Romance

‘wonder’ ― 4

 
‘hodge’( )

Angel Clare
5

Tess Durbeyfield

 

(Tess of the d’Urbervilles)

 

                                                                    
4 Cf., Watts Danton, The Renascence of Wonder (London: 1903). 
5 ‘Much to his surprise he took, indeed, a real delight in their companionship. The 
conventional farm-folk of his imagination―personified in the newspaper-press by the 
pitiable dummy known as Hodge―were obliterated after a few days’ residence. At 
close quarters no Hodge was to be seen.’, Tess of the d’Urbervilles, Chap. 18. 
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IT was half-past four o’clock (by the testimony of the land-surveyor, my author-
ity for the particulars of this story, a gentleman with the faintest curve of humour 
on his lips); it was half-past four o’clock on a May morning in the eighteen for-
ties.  A dense white fog hung over the Valley of the Exe, ending against the 
hills on either side.  (299)  

 

(omniscient narrator)
7

(land-surveyor) (testimony)

 

1840 5 4

                                                                    
6 ’What the Shepherd Saw’, ‘A Changed Man’  
7 Cf., Florence E. Hardy, The Life of Thomas Hardy 1840-1928 (London and Basing-
stoke: Macmillan, 1975), 252. 
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(A Group of Noble Dames)
(Canterbury Tales)
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K. Brady
8  

 
  But though nothing in the vale could be seen from higher ground, notes of 
differing kinds gave pretty clear indications that bustling life was going on there.  
This audible presence and visual absence of an active scene had a peculiar effect 
above the fog level.  Nature had laid a white hand over the creatures ensconced 
within the vale, as a hand might be laid over a nest of chirping birds. 
  The noises that ascended through the pallid coverlid were perturbed lowings, 
mingled with human voices in sharps and flats, and the bark of a dog.  These, 
followed by the slamming of a gate, explained as well as eyesight could have 
done, to any inhabitant of the district, that Dairyman Tucker’s under-milker was 
driving the cows from the meads into the stalls.  When a rougher accent joined 
in the vociferations of man and beast, it would have been realized that the 
dairy-farmer himself had come out to meet the cows, pail in hand, and white 
pinafore on; and when, moreover, some women’s voices joined in the chorus, 
that the cows were stalled and proceedings about to commence. 
  A hush followed, the atmosphere being so stagnant that the milk could be 
heard buzzing into the pails, together with occasional words of the milkmaids 
and men.  
  ‘Don’t ye bide about long upon the road, Margery.  You can be back again by 
skimming-time.’ 
  The rough voice of Dairyman Tucker was the vehicle of this remark. The bar-
ton-gate slammed again, and in two or three minutes a something became visible, 
rising out of the fog in that quarter. 
  The shape revealed itself as that of a woman having a young and agile gait.  
The colours and other details of her dress were then disclosed―a bright pink 
cotton frock (because winter was over); a small woollen shawl of shepherd’s 
plaid (because summer was not come); a white handkerchief tied over her 

                                                                    
8 The Short Stories of Thomas Hardy (London: Macmillan, 1982), 166-69. 
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head-gear, because it was so foggy, so damp, and so early; and a straw bonnet 
and ribbons peeping from under the handkerchief, because it was likely to be a 
sunny May day.  (299-300) 

 

 

 
 

  The public road home from this point was easy but devious.  By far the 
nearest way was by getting over a fence, and crossing the private grounds of a 
picturesque old country-house, whose chimneys were just visible through the 
trees.  As the house had been shut up for many months, the girl decided to take 
the straight cut.  She pushed her way through the laurel bushes, sheltering her 
bonnet with the shawl as an additional safeguard, scrambled over an inner 
boundary, went along through more shrubberies, and stood ready to emerge upon 
the open lawn.  Before doing so she looked around in the wary manner of a 
poacher.  It was not the first time that she had broken fence in her life; but 
somehow, and all of a sudden, she had felt herself too near womanhood to in-
dulge in such practices with freedom.  However, she moved forth, and the 
house-front stared her in the face, at this higher level unobscured by fog.  
(301-02) 

 
(a picturesque 

old country-house) (picturesque)
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(this mysterious 
personage of romance, 317)  

(adventure)

(all-the-year-round, 302)

9

 
 

The milkmaid’s trackless course led her up the hill and past this erection.  At 
ease as to being watched and scolded as an intruder, her mind flew to other mat-
ters; till, at the moment when she was not a yard from the shelter, she heard a 
foot or feet scraping on the gravel behind it.  Some one was in the 
all-the-year-round, apparently occupying the seat on the other side; as was 
proved when, on turning, she saw an elbow, a man’s elbow, projecting over the 
edge.  

Now the young woman did not much like the idea of going down the hill un-
der the eyes of this person, which she would have to do if she went on, for as an 
intruder she was liable to be called back and questioned upon her business there.  
Accordingly she crept softly up and sat in the seat behind, intending to remain 

                                                                    
9 ‘In the present case it consisted of four walls radiating from a centre like the arms of 
a turnstile, with seats in each angle, so that whencesoever the wind came, it was al-
ways possible to find a screened corner from which to observe the landscape.’, 302. 
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there until her companion should leave. 
This he by no means seemed in a hurry to do.  What could possibly have 

brought him there, what could detain him there, at six o’clock on a morning of 
mist when there was nothing to be seen or enjoyed of the vale beneath, puzzled 
her not a little.  But he remained quite still, and Margery grew impatient.  She 
discerned the track of his feet in the dewy grass, forming a line from the house 
steps, which announced that he was an inhabitant and not a chance passer-by.  
At last she peeped round.  (302-03) 

 

 
 

  A fine-framed dark-mustachioed gentleman, in dressing-gown and slippers, 
was sitting there in the damp without a hat on.  With one hand he was tightly 
grasping his forehead, the other hung over his knee.  The attitude bespoke with 
sufficient clearness a mental condition of anguish.  He was quite a different 
being from any of the men to whom her eyes were accustomed.  She had never 
seen mustachios before, for they were not worn by civilians in Lower Wessex at 
this date.  His hands and his face were white―to her view deadly white―and 
he heeded nothing outside his own existence.  There he remained as motionless 
as the bushes around him; indeed, he scarcely seemed to breathe.  (303) 

 
(dark-mustachioed) (a tall dark 

man, 304)
(trouble, 304)

(gloom, 304)
(‘On the Western Circuit’)

Charles Bradford Ray

(Nature’s own image, 
305)
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(stile, 312)

Rubicon)  
 

  Margery showed some hesitation before crossing the stile: it was a Rubicon in 
more ways than one.  But the curious reverence which was stealing over her for 
all that this stranger said and did was too much for prudence.  She crossed the 
stile.  (314) 

 

Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover

10

 

 
 

  Margery glanced at herself in the mirror, or at as much as she could see of 
herself: the image presented was superb.  Then she hastily rolled up her old 

                                                                    
10 ( 1987 ) 7  
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dress, put it in the box, and thrust the latter on a ledge as high as she could reach.  
Standing on tiptoe, she waved the handkerchief through the upper aperture, and 
bent to the rift to go out. 
  But what a trouble stared her in the face.  The dress was so airy, so fantasti-
cal, and so extensive, that to get out in her new clothes by the rift which had ad-
mitted her in her old ones was an impossibility.  She heard the Baron’s steps 
crackling over the dead sticks and leaves. 
  ‘O, sir!’ she began in despair. 
  ‘What―can’t you dress yourself?’ he inquired from the back of the trunk. 
  ‘Yes; but I can’t get out of this dreadful tree!’ 
  He came round to the opening, stooped, and looked in.  ‘It is obvious that 
you cannot,’ he said, taking in her compass at a glance; and adding to himself; 
‘Charming! who would have thought that clothes could do so much!―Wait a 
minute, my little maid: I have it!’ he said more loudly. 
  With all his might he kicked at the sides of the rift, and by that means broke 
away several pieces of the rotten touchwood.  But, being thinly armed about the 
feet, he abandoned that process, and went for a fallen branch which lay near.  
By using the large end as a lever, he tore away pieces of the wooden shell which 
enshrouded Margery and all her loveliness, till the aperture was large enough for 
her to pass without tearing her dress.  She breathed her relief: the silly girl had 
begun to fear that she would not get to the ball after all.  (320) 
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  Margery always declared that there seemed to be some power in the stranger 
that was more than human, something magical and compulsory, when he seized 
her and gently trotted her round.  But lingering emotions may have led her 
memory to play pranks with the scene, and her vivid imagination at that youthful 
age must be taken into account in believing her.  However, there is no doubt 
that the stranger, whoever he might be, and whatever his powers, taught her the 
elements of modern dancing at a certain interview by moonlight at the top of her 
father’s garden, as was proved by her possession of knowledge on the subject 
that could have been acquired in no other way.  (314) 

 

 
 

  A question often put to Jim in after times was why it had not occurred to him 
at once that the Baron’s liberal conduct must have been dictated by something 
more personal than sudden spontaneous generosity to him, a stranger.  To 
which Jim always answered that, admitting the existence of such generosity, 
there had appeared nothing remarkable in the Baron selecting himself as its ob-
ject.  The Baron had told him that he took an interest in him; and self-esteem, 
even with the most modest, is usually sufficient to over-ride any little difficulty 
that might occur to an outsider in accounting for a preference.  He moreover 
considered that foreign noblemen, rich and eccentric, might have habits of acting 
which were quite at variance with those of their English compeers.  (339) 
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(my authority, 299) (testimony, 299)

 

(George Eliot) (Adam 
Bede)

11

 

                                                                    
11 Cf., ‘With a single drop of ink for a mirror, the Egyptian sorcerer undertakes to 
reveal to any chance comer far-reaching visions of the past. This is what I undertake to 
do for you, reader. With this drop of ink at the end of my pen, I will show you the 
roomy workshop of Mr. Jonathan Burge, carpenter and builder, in the village of 
Hayslope, as it appeared on the eighteenth of June, in the year of our Lord 1799.’, 
Chap. 1. 
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