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      Symbolic play, subtextual plot and character navigation are the main functions of a variety of 

trees, flowers and otherwise inhuman living things copiously used to emphasize nature’s 

influence on society in Thomas Hardy’s pastoral novels, The Woodlanders  and Tess of the 

D’Urbervilles. The Woodlanders  primarily focuses on this relationship between humans and 

nature concerning characterization and plot direction, as exemplified by the character Felice 

Charmond. The references in Tess of the D’Urbervilles  appear to be a reflection and/or 

representation of the characters’ histories or body parts and a foreshadowing of fate outside of 

human control in regards to Tess Durbeyfield. Each woman possesses a different function in 

their respective novels, yet both are compared to numerous vegetative terminology. Charmond is 

an outsider from the inhabitants of Little Hintock: the “Woodlanders” who claim a nearly actual 

kinship with the forest and its trees, and she is a parasite of that community, akin to the 

leech-like relationship the Cuscuta plant has with healthy trees. Tess is a country girl - born a 

child of nature already, yet she becomes an outcast of society which results in her ultimate ruin - 

a fate which flowers and animals alike seem to predict and imply throughout her story. 

 

     Felice Charmond is the seducer figure within Thomas Hardy’s novel The Woodlanders,  and 

especially symbolic of artificial beauty and the formal, cultured structures of Victorian society. 

She is a wealthy widow; owner of Hintock House, and landlady of a number of smaller homes at 

Hintock, over which her whim is law. She is a woman of pleasures and of extensive means by 

which to obtain her particular joys: baubles, clothes, tobacco, hair, men, and a sort of sovereignty 

over the woodland in which she had been planted by way of her marriage. Just as the people 

belonging to the rustic world possess a surprisingly close affinity with nature, particularly the 

trees, Felice Charmond is an entity nonnative to their sphere: she is a modern creature of all that 

is man-made, a parasite; she absorbs pleasure and asserts her power because she is able to do so. 

 



...Where by the light of the shaded lamp he saw a woman of elegant figure reclining upon a 

couch in such a position as not to disturb a pile of magnificent hair on the crown of her head. A 

deep purple dressing-gown formed an admirable foil to the peculiarly rich brown of her 

hair-plaits; her left arm, which was naked nearly up to the shoulder, was thrown upwards, and 

between the figures of her right hand she held a cigarette, while she idly breathed from her 

delicately curled lips a thin stream of smoke towards the ceiling.  (Hardy 169).  

 

This description of her indicates her luxurious ennui: her laziness in her own grand world, 

opulent in its material goods, but not pure, natural beauty. She awaits Fitzpiers whilst lounging, 

catlike upon her sofa, not sitting properly to engage visitors like a prim Victorian widow. Her 

pose is seductive, her attire is informal and elegant, exposing her body to her visitors, and she is 

constantly surrounded and partaking of different pleasures: she is smoking tobacco - literally 

breathing in toxins, and she has Marty’s hair fixed upon her head like a plant graft, or as 

evidence of her power over other women’s sexualities. Charmond is a parasite of female beauty, 

absorbing bits and pieces from others to add to herself, much like the weed Cuscuta: “It...grows 

on such common ornamentals as English ivy, petunias, dahlias, and chrysanthemums” 

(Davidson). 

 

     In Kate Greenaway’s The Language of Flowers , one of the Victorian meanings of the Cuscuta 

plant is “meanness,” and by its other name, Dodder of Thyme, is symbolic of “baseness.” It is 

also known as the much more extreme “Devil’s guts” (Emboden 59) along with the Bindweed 

plant. As such, these particular comparisons reflect Charmond’s treatment of tenants and how 

she comports herself [seductively], especially by having an affair with Fitzpiers when he is 

already married to Grace. It is intimated that Mrs. Charmond also has a past of flippantly 

stringing along lovers:  

 

He [Giles] suspected that this man, who seemed so distressed and melancholy, might be that 

lover and persistent wooer of Mrs. Charmond whom he had heard so frequently spoken of, and 

whom it was said she had treated cavalierly.  (Hardy 138) 
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     “Women are always carried about like corks upon the wave of masculine desires” (Hardy 

171). Such is the lament of Mrs. Charmond upon a meeting with Fitzpiers, a phrase oddly 

distorted, considering her generally independent lifestyle, which is evident by her immense 

wealth and ownership of the woods surrounding the community. She also possesses man-traps. 

These traps hang on her walls, and are spread throughout the woods, indicating her ability to 

literally and figuratively catch men with “modern” means: technology. However, the reader 

might interpret her lament as a recall to her first marriage, where it seemed that her husband had 

been a traditionally dominant character. But later in the novel, once Charmond carries on 

romantically with Fitzpiers, there is a point where she is, indeed, a “cork upon the wave of 

masculine desires.” It results in her own tragic ending. She loses her female independence by 

becoming dependent on men again emotionally.  

 

     “I hope I have not alarmed you; but Hintock has the curious effect of bottling up the emotions 

until one can no longer hold them; I am often obliged to fly away and discharge my sentiments 

somewhere, or I should die outright” (Hardy 171). This speech of hers is almost reminiscent of 

spores or seeds of a parasitical plant spreading somewhere else to stay alive and absorb nutrients, 

otherwise it will die. Charmond craves, nay, needs  attention and submission from hosts [ergo 

people] with whom to entertain herself. She needs men, specifically. Her inherently sensual, 

competitive nature compels her to attract men to feel her own worth as a woman of great beauty. 

She appears to require men to want her, and so she busies herself, preens herself by way of her 

affair with Fitzpiers.  

 

     Although she initiates their involvement, Charmond develops feelings towards Fitzpiers by 

which she is trapped; she became ensnared by her own host, in a sense. She is yet again living 

under the rule of a man in a different way: through her emotions. Her husband had uprooted her 

from London society to live in the country, thus eliminating her from her natural environment, 

and asserting his own brand of control over her. “Once they are firmly attached to a host, the 

cuscuta root withers away. The mature plant lives its entire life without attachment to the 



ground.” (Davidson). Charmond has no roots. She has many homes, diversions, baubles and 

dresses, but no sturdy, steadfast roots of her heritage tied with the land and the closeness that 

results from it. She is alien from the Woodlanders. Although, she stayed in the country after her 

husband died, inheriting his control over the house and tenants. She focused on herself for a long 

time, but once she became Fitzpiers’ mistress, she was just that - Fitzpier’s mistress, and suffers 

accordingly. She became the vulnerable one, akin to her previous lover who had pursued her to 

Hintock when she had gone to London following her excursion abroad.  

 

     Charmond, amongst her other qualities, is a rather unkind mistress, thus emphasizing her 

connection to the meaning of the Cuscuta plant: she disturbs the community at Little Hintock 

with her role as landlady. Her arrogance and cruelty is displayed when she evicts tenants 

mercilessly once their leases ended and demolished their old houses to build new ones instead.  

 

     “Cuscuta is a parasitic plant. It has no chlorophyll and cannot make its own food by 

photosynthesis. Instead, it grows on other plants, using their nutrients for its growth and 

weakening the host plant. Agriculturalists consider cuscuta a destructive weed and attempted to 

eradicate it. It parasitizes wild and cultivated plants, and is especially destructive to such 

commercially valuable crops as flax, alfalfa, beans, and potatoes” (Davidson). Her power is only 

derived when she has people on which to inflict it. As Cuscuta utilizes other plants’ systems to 

survive, so does Charmond with others' attentions. She entertains herself with her own ego: “the 

invaders’ inability to sympathize genuinely with whatever, natural or human, lies outside the 

confines of the self corrodes their humanity, and the negative landscape descriptions beautifully 

reflect the corrosive texture of their minds” (Squires 163).  

 

     Felice Charmond provides a stated contrast to the ‘Woodlanders’ in the novel. She is an 

outsider; something exotic and out of place, qualities which create a sort of magnetism about her. 

She is quite beautiful, even if her beauty represents all that is glamoured and literally unreal in 

society. She is also seductive, enjoys flirtations with men, is a fairly powerful woman in her own 

right - something rare for the Victorian era - and admirably lives her life the way she wishes, 
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even if it is to the detriment of members within her employ, her neighbors, and ultimately herself 

[as she is shot by a jealous lover]. She is too foreign, too parasitical a species to live amongst the 

enduring tree-people for too long.  

 

     Yet the natural world continues its reign. To examine another text and the people therein in 

this vein, Tess Durbeyfield is the heroine of Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles  in which she is 

outwardly a common-born, ordinary country lass. She is anything but, as far as the natural world 

is concerned; she is an innocent whose life is so entwined with the almost ‘supernatural’ natural 

world that the plants and animals around her are aligned to her fate and position in life as a 

blossoming beauty doomed to circumstantial failure and ultimate destruction.  

 

     “She was a fine and handsome girl - not handsomer than some others, possibly - but her 

peony mouth and large innocent eyes added eloquence to colour and shape” (Hardy 21). In this 

introduction to her appearance, Tess is both seductive and chaste. Her eyes have qualities that 

one would attribute to a child; they are large, as if delayed still in development within her 

transformation from a girl to a woman, and they are innocent - she has not been extensively 

introduced to the evils of the world yet. She knows enough to take precautions in basic 

situations, but economic guilt, sexual attraction and potential social class mobility cloud her 

reasoning due to her lack of experience and knowledge. Her “peony mouth” implies her physical 

maturity. Even if she is mentally wholesome, her body is quite sexually developed and attracts 

men, inevitably encouraging them to pursue her.  

 

     The peony flower has a variety of meanings ranging from medicinal purposes to superstitions 

to mythical connotations. Hardy may have meant for Tess’s mouth to have such a heavy burden - 

to betoken the peony’s ample intimations. Firstly, according to The Language of Flowers,  the 

peony is symbolic of shame or bashfulness, or modesty in other terms (Greenaway 32). This 

particular interpretation may emphasize a quality about her to which Angel Clare is attracted. He 

even declares to her that he was drawn to her being a “new-sprung child of nature” (Hardy 266), 

and how he holds such high standards for people: “I admired spotlessness, even though I could 



lay no claim to it, and hated impurity, as I hope I do now” (Hardy 256). However Tess’s mouth 

may signify salvation as well: multiple sources (Beals, Skinner) state that the peony was the 

“earliest known of medical plants...[and that]...the early doctors of medicine were known as 

paeoni , and medicinal plants were paeoniae”  (Skinner 215). “The healing properties of the 

plant...were said to be unfailing. The root boiled in water was a...cure for intestinal affections. 

Boiled in wine it was used for diseases of the stomach...one writer in the second century assures 

us that the extract was efficacious in cases of insanity” (Beals 90-91). Perhaps Tess’s mouth has 

the potential to heal others of their afflictions. When Angel or Alec kiss her, she is either 

assuaging lust or reassuring love, whether she wants to do so or not. Alec views her as a relief 

for his attraction; her beauty is his temptation and supposedly his means to ease his own form of 

insanity: his lust.  

 

     Superstitions regarding the peony usually involve it as a form of preservation to safeguard 

against evil: The Greeks held it in great reverence as a sacred flower. They believed that it was 

an emanation from the moon, and was under the especial protection of that planet; that the flower 

was illuminated during the night, driving away evil spirits and protecting those who cultivated it. 

(Beals 90). This is another positive connotation for Tess’s mouth. It is not yet reduced to “a 

round little hole” (Hardy 263), but is a potential wealth of physical and spiritual protection. Even 

today, children of Sussex wear strings of beads carved from peony roots to ward off illness and 

other “machinations of evil spirits” (Skinner 215).  

 

     One particular myth - amongst the countless many surrounding the peony - that relates to 

Tess’s and Angel’s relationship rather acutely is that of a Chinese scholar, whose main hobby is 

caring for flowers, although he otherwise encapsulates himself with his books and learning. He is 

visited by a pretty woman who continues to work with him, becomes as learned as he is, and 

with whom he falls in love. However, when a priest visits - a figure introduced to enforce 

morality - she vanishes, and when the scholar finds her again, he finds her diminished into a 

spectre roaming his house’s gallery, [a similar action to Tess’s fascination with the ancient 

D’Urberville portraits in the ancestral home Angel brings her to for their honeymoon]. In the 



myth, the maiden then confesses to the scholar that she is not human, but the soul of a peony, and 

that his love allowed her to assume a human shape for him; but with the intrusion of the priest, 

their love would be doomed, and she chose to return to the earth and the flowers despite his final 

protests, leaving him to mourn her (Skinner 216). As a parallel, Angel may be a scholar figure, 

and Tess is the ever-changing [in his eyes] mystery maiden. The priest may signify the 

overwhelming sense of fate in the novel, and the pressing moral codes that must not be broken in 

order to remain in society. Tess is attuned to the earth, as the spectre maid is to the flowers, and 

they both diminish in the end, leaving their lovers to grieve them.  

 

     “Tess’s sense of a certain ludicrousness in her errand was now so strong that, notwithstanding 

her awe of him, and her general discomfort at being here, her rosy lips curved towards a smile, 

much to the attraction of the swarthy Alexander” (Hardy 48). To Alec, Tess’s lips are almost 

separate from the rest of her in this phrase. They are proof of her sexual readiness, despite what 

she says, despite what she knows and what she feels. Her lips are rosy - because of their natural 

color. However, her lips being described as “rosy,” or akin to a rose, links them to the 

euphemistic literary implication of a rose: the female genitalia. Her lips are thus objectified and 

equated with her own labia to the “swarthy,” animalistic Alec. He means to have her lips and 

then her chastity eventually.  

 

Then she became aware of the spectacle she presented to their surprised vision: roses at her 

breast; roses in her hat; roses and strawberries in her basket to the brim. She blushed, and said 

confusedly that the flowers had been given to her...then she fell to reflecting again, and in 

looking downwards a thorn of the rose remaining in her breast accidentally pricked her chin. 

Like all the cottagers in Blackmoor Vale, Tess was steeped in fancies and prefigurative 

superstitions; she thought this an ill omen - the first she had noticed that day.  (Hardy 53).  

 

The roses, strawberries and the thorn are all symbolic of Tess’s feelings, state of being, and her 

ominous future. She is associated with the flowers as she is a virginal, beautiful young lady, 

fertile and on the cusp of womanhood. She represents sexual desire but also a lofty, moral 



spirituality. The roses signify her sexual organs, the strawberries connote the fruit she is able to 

bear [her future son, Sorrow], and the thorn is a hidden, harmful phallic object amongst the 

occluding pleasure of the luxuries provided for Tess [Alec’s rather sudden and opportunistic 

violation of her body in the woods]. Tess is pricked, and bleeds from the wound as a microcosm 

of what is to befall her. She is soon to be 'plucked' like the berries and pierced like the rose’s 

thorns.  

 

     “...The flower was born in Persia, and it is believed to have been introduced into Europe by 

Alexander the Great...the rose is brother, sister, and cousin to a score of valued herbs and trees: 

to the apple, pear, raspberry, strawberry[...]” (Skinner 237). This is eerily in alignment with Tess 

and Alec’s connection. Alec introduces exotically force-ripened fruit and flowers from the 

hothouse to Tess, giving her a glimpse of what may be done with nature when a man has control 

over it. “The young Romans were in the habit of sending baskets of roses to the ladies they 

admired” (Beals 120). As the Romans did, so did Alec. He sent Tess home with a bountiful 

basket of fruit and roses, and decorated her in them as well, dressing her up in force-grown 

products to make her seem more of a natural beauty. He presents otherwise uncommon 

knowledge to her - as repeated in his whistling lessons later on, and then when he overcomes her 

in the woods. He forces unwanted knowledge about sexual intercourse upon her.  

 

     “Let me put one little kiss on those holmberry lips, Tess, or even on that warmed cheek, and 

I’ll stop - on my honour, I will!” (Hardy 65). Alec again compares Tess’s lips specifically - not 

her mouth as a whole, but merely her lips, indicating his sexual focus - to the reddened berries of 

a holly bush. The holly bush’s Victorian meaning is “foresight,” (Greenaway  21), which may be 

an ironic observation of Tess on Hardy’s part. She verbally refuses Alec’s “kiss of mastery” 

(Hardy 65) as long as she can, yet submits to it out of confusion after his relentless teasing and 

pressure for her to do so. She does not fully see what he is doing and why he is pursuing her. 

Tess does not have foresight into her future the way the natural world does around her.  

 



The outskirt of the garden in which Tess found herself had been left uncultivated for some years, 

and was now damp and rank with juicy grass which sent up mists of pollen at a touch; and with 

tall blooming weeds emitting offensive smells – weeds whose red and yellow and purple hues 

formed a polychrome as dazzling as that of cultivated flowers. She went stealthily as a cat 

through this profusion of growth, gathering cuckoo-spittle on her skirts, cracking snails that 

were underfoot, staining her hands with thistle-milk and slug-slime, and rubbing off upon her 

naked arms sticky blights which, though snow-white on the apple-tree trunks, made madder 

stains on her skin...  (Hardy144). 

 

At this moment, Tess is creeping towards Angel Clare, her other suitor, a young gentleman that 

works on the farm alongside her, in order to listen to his harp-playing unobserved. She finds 

herself in an uncultivated garden - she is on wild ground; pure, earthy, natural ground untouched 

by human society or rules. She is tainted with all sorts of unpleasant plant residue and animal 

slime, yet the scene is unmistakably beautiful. It is the sublime in the ugliness of nature, made 

poetic and lovely despite itself. Tess is on the other side of society. Ugly things cling to her now. 

She is no longer associated with roses and strawberries. She is killing snails, is tainted with 

slug-slime, which is a viscous fluid, not unlike semen. She is tainted by that and cuckoo spittle. 

“Because of the lasciviousness of the cuckoo, whores were sometimes called “cuckoos” during 

the Middle Ages” (Becker 76). This might be significant of her ‘fallen woman’ status at this 

point; Tess is nearly at the level of a prostitute according to the rules of Victorian society [whose 

cultural literature often included a prevalent resurgence of Medievalist themes and archetypes]. 

The “mists of pollen at a touch may convey Alec’s uncontrollable response to her; he is inflamed 

by her, and takes advantage of the slightest sense of attraction or wavering will on her part. 

Pollen is the male seed/sperm equivalent in plants, and their urge to burst may emphasize the 

animalistic urge for males to mate and spread their own seed to propagate the species. The weeds 

with offensive smells are indicative of things being pleasant aesthetically, physically and 

superficially but then displaying true nature in some other way. Alec seemed a gentleman, yet 

decided to rape Tess. Angel Clare seemed ideal: open-minded and fair, yet held double standards 

and chose to reject and abandon Tess.  



 

     Despite being “as dazzling as cultivated flowers,” akin to the royal beauty of nobility, her 

ancient ancestral line of the D’Urbervilles, Tess was doomed from the start, as nature already 

knew. Her potential was great and mysterious, but fate is a force ancient and powerful and tied 

with time and space, and it decreed that she would be ruined nonetheless. Even Felice 

Charmond, a modern woman of her time, held no everlasting sway over the elemental 

tree-people of Little Hintock, nor of the world of the trees themselves.  
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