MASTERPIECE THEATRE
“Under the Greenwood Tree”

On a snowy Christmas Eve in the mid-1800s, a rowdy men’s choir carols beneath the window of the new schoolmistress. One of the singers is struck dumb with love. The same thing soon happens to two other villagers. MASTERPIECE THEATRE presents an enchanting adaptation of Thomas Hardy’s happiest novel, “Under the Greenwood Tree,” airing on PBS Sunday, April 23, 2006, 9:00-10:30 p.m. ET.

Keeley Hawes (“Wives and Daughters”) stars as Fancy Day, a newly minted teacher who returns to her hometown of Mellstock in southwestern England and immediately sparks love-at-first-sight epiphanies in three men.

James Murray (“All the King’s Men”) plays Dick Dewy, a local carter who is the first victim. A bold and forthright young man, Dick makes his intentions known in a sensuous hand-washing scene with Fancy.

Ben Miles (“The Forsyte Saga”) plays cupid’s second casualty: Parson Maybold. Maybold has welcomed Fancy to town to be the new teacher, with the additional duty of playing the new church organ, which is meant to replace the traditional men’s choir. The organ provides the occasion for the parson to give Fancy keyboard lessons, having her place her hands atop his.

Steve Pemberton (Match Point) is victim number three: Farmer Shiner. A rich middle-aged bachelor and churchwarden, Shiner wastes no time making Fancy an offer she’ll find difficult to refuse. Fancy’s father, Geoffrey (Tom Georgeson, “Bleak House”), a gamekeeper and widower, is especially well-disposed toward this proposal.

As the village goes through the full cycle of seasons, Fancy delays her decision while love’s flame smolders in three male hearts.

Meanwhile, spurred by their choirmaster, Reuben Dewy (Tony Haygarth, “Bleak House”), who is Dick’s father, the men’s choir is restless and in open revolt over the new organ. Hardy treats this subplot as playfully as he does Fancy’s romantic quandary, but it also has a poignant edge. The pump organ, or harmonium, was a new invention of the day that symbolized the passing of ancient village customs, as does the arrival of steam power and new farm machinery. 

Hardy himself grew up in a village like Mellstock and played the fiddle at country-dances, weddings and other celebrations, so he had great sympathy for the performers who fit into this vital rural niche. 

In the end, Fancy finally makes up her mind to a serenade from the men’s choir — an old English folksong, “One Night as I Lay on My Bed.”

Under the Greenwood Tree was first published in 1872. Although Hardy originally thought of calling it The Mellstock Quire (“choir”), he settled on a title taken from a song in Shakespeare’s As You Like It (Act II, Scene V):

Under the greenwood tree,
Who loves to lie with me,
And turn his merry note
Unto the sweet bird’s throat,
Come hither, come hither, come hither;
Here shall he see
No enemy
But winter and rough weather.
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■ For more information about “Under the Greenwood Tree” and MASTERPIECE THEATRE, visit pbs.org/masterpiece.


