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    THOMAS HARDY


    ENGLISH NOVELIST AND POET


    
      	Born in Dorset, England in 1840.


      	Died in Dorset in 1928.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Far From the Madding Crowd (1874), novel


          	Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891), novel


          	Jude the Obscure (1895), novel

        

      

    


    Thomas Hardy was a prolific Victorian novelist and poet. He was born in Dorset and grew up on its rural heathland. Hardy originally trained as an architect, an experience explored in his partly autobiographical final novel Jude the Obscure. On becoming a writer, Hardy started with poetry before turning to novels. His rural upbringing provided the inspiration for the fictional region of Wessex, the setting of his novels, which detail the lives of its inhabitants. His novels’ exploration of human relations and sexuality was considered highly controversial as it challenged Victorian ideas of morality. The critical condemnation of his novels heralded Hardy’s return to poetry with the collection Wessex Poems in 1898. However, Hardy is primarily remembered for his novels, which explore societal issues of class, marriage and sexuality that remain relevant today. Hardy’s writing is considered to be ahead of its time, and it spans the transition between the late Victorian and Modernist periods.

  


  
    THE MAYOR OF CASTERBRIDGE


    A WESSEX TRAGEDY


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Hardy, T. (2008) The Mayor of Casterbridge. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


      	1st edition: 1886


      	Themes: nature, the past, Victorian morality, marriage, love, fate, ambition.

    


    The Mayor of Casterbridge was first serialised (a common Victorian practice) in the Graphic magazine in 1886, before being published as a complete novel later that year. It is one of Hardy’s ‘Wessex novels’ and takes place in the fictional town of Casterbridge, which is based on the Dorchester of Hardy’s childhood. Subtitled ‘The Life and Death of a Man of Character’, Hardy’s tenth novel chronicles the rise and fall of its protagonist Michael Henchard, the titular mayor. As the subtitle forewarns, the text ends with Henchard’s untimely death, confirming its status as one of Hardy’s tragedies. The novel’s style combines realistically rendered characters and settings with dramatic storylines, in a synthesis of the Realist and Romantic genres. The plot details the complications of human relations: it features intertangled marriages and love affairs between multiple characters, as well as disappearances, deaths and surprise returns. Contemporary critics branded Hardy’s novels as ‘immoral’, and although The Mayor of Casterbridge is quieter in its critique than more incendiary texts such as Tess and Jude, it nevertheless challenges the values of ‘conventional’ Victorian society.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE FATEFUL SALE


    The text, which is set in Wessex during the 1840s, begins with a narrative frame 18 years before its main action. A young hay-trusser, Michael Henchard, is travelling through the countryside with his estranged wife Susan and their infant daughter Elizabeth-Jane. The family stop at a traditional county fair, where Henchard laments his ruined ambitions. Inspired by the horse market, Henchard drunkenly auctions his wife and child for five guineas to a passing sailor named Newson. Susan goes with Newson unquestioningly, childishly believing that the exchange is legally and morally binding. Filled with remorse, Henchard vows to find his family and to remain sober for the next 21 years. However, on learning that they have emigrated abroad with the sailor, he gives up the search. Henchard arrives at the town of Casterbridge, where the remainder of the novel takes place.


    RETURN TO CASTERBRIDGE


    The narrative shifts to 18 years in the future, and is now told from the perspectives of Susan and Elizabeth, who have returned to Casterbridge following Newson’s death. The 18-year-old Elizabeth knows nothing of her mother’s previous relationship with Henchard. They arrive at Casterbridge to discover that Henchard has worked his way up from a lowly hay-trusser to become mayor of the town. He is now powerful and affluent, yet harbours deep remorse at his past behaviour. Separately, following a bad grain harvest, Henchard enlists the help of a young Scotsman named Donald Farfrae, who is visiting Casterbridge on his way to a new life in America. Farfrae, Susan and Elizabeth stay at the same inn, where Farfrae woos the townspeople with his renditions of traditional Scottish ballads and gains the affection of Elizabeth. Farfrae agrees to work for Henchard and uses his knowledge to save the business. Elizabeth and Henchard meet, and Henchard sends a note to Susan enclosing five guineas – effectively buying her back. Henchard and Susan clandestinely reunite at the Ring, a Roman amphitheatre on the outskirts of the town. They agree to resume their marriage and Henchard pretends to court ‘Mrs Newson’ to avoid public scandal. Susan and Elizabeth move into Henchard’s townhouse. Henchard confides to Farfrae the details of his past, revealing that he had a liaison with a young girl from Jersey called Lucetta Le Sueur. Despite Henchard’s insistence that the relationship was unconsummated, it nevertheless ruined the girl’s reputation. Henchard agreed to marry her; however, this is now impossible with the unexpected return of Susan. Henchard writes a letter to Lucetta to revoke their engagement.


    HENCHARD’S FALL


    Farfrae’s growing popularity in the towns stirs Henchard’s resentment, so he fires him and forbids him from seeing Elizabeth. Farfrae sets up a rival business and they become enemies. Susan falls ill and promptly dies. Henchard reveals to Elizabeth that he and Susan were once married and that she is his daughter. Later that night, however, Henchard finds a letter from Susan that reveals that Elizabeth is actually Newson’s daughter born out of wedlock, while the real Elizabeth died in infancy. Henchard becomes cold and hostile to Elizabeth. Lucetta appears in Casterbridge in the hopes of finally marrying Henchard, having inherited a fortune and a new surname from her aunt. Elizabeth goes to live with Lucetta as her servant/companion at High-Place Hall. Farfrae arrives at Lucetta’s house with the intention of courting Elizabeth. He instead meets Lucetta and the pair become infatuated with each other. Henchard overhears Farfrae proposing to Lucetta. Incandescent with jealousy, he attempts to blackmail Lucetta into marrying him instead. Lucetta reluctantly agrees before fainting. However, she and Farfrae then secretly marry.


    An old woman who witnessed Henchard selling Susan suddenly appears in the town. Henchard’s darkest secret is made public and he loses all remaining credibility. Farfrae is elected as the new mayor of Casterbridge. Henchard and Lucetta secretly meet at the Ring, and Henchard agrees to return their old love letters to her. However, the letters are found by the townsfolk, who organise a skimmington ride – the historical practice of parading effigies to publicly condemn those who defy convention. Petrified that Farfrae will stop loving her, the now pregnant Lucetta has an epileptic fit and collapses. She miscarries their child and tragically dies.


    The sailor Newson – who turns out to be alive – calls on Henchard to enquire about the whereabouts of Elizabeth. Unwilling to lose the only thing he has left, Henchard incorrectly informs Newson that Elizabeth has died. Henchard fears that Newson will return and briefly contemplates suicide from a bridge. Henchard and Elizabeth fully reconcile and live together as father and daughter. Time passes, and the initially despairing Farfrae begins courting Elizabeth again. Henchard cannot bear the thought of their impending marriage and leaves Casterbridge. Elizabeth and her real father Newson are reunited. Henchard hopelessly wanders the countryside, before deciding to go to Elizabeth and Farfrae’s wedding after all, even buying them a caged goldfinch as a gift. He glimpses Elizabeth, Farfrae and Newson dancing gaily together at the wedding. Elizabeth sees Henchard and tells him that she will never love him after his deception. Henchard leaves and Elizabeth finds the cage with the now dead goldfinch – a symbolic representation of Henchard himself. Realising her wrongdoing, Elizabeth goes with Farfrae in search of Henchard, only to find that he has died in misery, closing the tragedy.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    MICHAEL HENCHARD


    Henchard is introduced as a 21-year-old hay-trusser, married to Susan and father of their infant daughter Elizabeth-Jane. He is a rural ‘everyman’ (his name is omitted from both the text’s title and subtitle) who harbours great ambitions. However, he is also “swarthy and stern” (p.5) in appearance and has a tempestuous nature. This causes him to drunkenly sell his wife and child at a county fair, an act that haunts him throughout the text.


    We are reintroduced to the middle-aged Henchard 18 years later, after his meteoric rise from lowly hay-trusser to the esteemed and affluent mayor of Casterbridge. With his elevated social status, Henchard outwardly represents the self-made man archetype of Victorian literature. He passes for a widower renowned for his sobriety, yet is deeply remorseful of his past actions. He had a liaison with Lucetta Le Sueur whilst away on business in Jersey, which he also keeps hidden.


    Henchard is a flawed character who is unable to control his emotions and allows them to impact his behaviour. He is passionate yet foolhardy, and exhibits errors of judgement from the outset. He is described as a domineering, almost bullying man: in one scene he is compared to an escaped bull that threatens Lucetta and Elizabeth. However, he is also kind and considerate, agreeing to marry Lucetta to restore her reputation, and to take care of Susan and Elizabeth on their return. The novel offers a sympathetic depiction of Henchard and suggests that his actions are a result of his inherent character flaws. Indeed, there is a certain honesty surrounding his character that engages the reader’s empathy towards his misfortunes. After losing everything, he is reduced to a self-proclaimed “outcast” and “vagabond” (p.291). With his untimely death, he emerges as the novel’s antihero. His enduring paternal love for Elizabeth redeems his past misdeeds, as the text’s ‘Man of Character’ subtitle certifies.


    SUSAN HENCHARD/NEWSON


    Susan is Henchard’s wife who accompanies him to the county fair with their daughter Elizabeth-Jane. It is there that she is sold for five guineas to the passing sailor Newson, who she goes with unquestioningly. Susan is a passive, simpleminded woman who accepts the marital transaction as legally and morally binding. Her naivety allows Hardy to circumvent the dubious moral implications of Susan committing adultery and having an illegitimate child with Newson, whilst remaining married to Henchard. After Newson’s supposed death, Susan returns to Casterbridge in search of Henchard, assuming that their marriage is restored. Susan and Elizabeth live with Henchard until Susan’s death. Although a minor character, she is the unwitting cause of Henchard’s ruin. As he laments, her “meekness has done me more harm than the bitterest temper!” (p.18).


    DONALD FARFRAE


    Donald Farfrae is a young Scotsman who visits Casterbridge on his way to a new life in America. He is employed by Henchard and inadvertently becomes his enemy. The men are physical and intellectual opposites: Farfrae’s slight, fair appearance and his farming knowledge stand in contrast to the bullish, uneducated Henchard. Farfrae acts as a symbol of emerging modernity. He mirrors Henchard’s rise to power and eventually supersedes him: he marries Henchard’s past lover Lucetta, takes over his business and role of mayor, and eventually takes Elizabeth away from him through marriage. Unlike Henchard, Farfrae maintains his popularity and success, yet he does not possess the same complexity as his counterpart. He does not emerge as the novel’s hero – a role reserved for the disgraced Henchard.


    LUCETTA ‘LUCETTE’ LE SUEUR


    Lucetta is an adroit young Jersey woman from Henchard’s past. She fell in love with him while he was visiting on a business trip, and the pair had an unconsummated affair that damaged her reputation. Lucetta arrives in Casterbridge to marry Henchard and restore her respectability; however, she then meets Farfrae and they fall deeply in love. Lucetta is “unmistakably French” (p.140) in appearance and is well dressed and alluring. She is painfully aware of her outward appearance, in both physical and societal terms. She both conforms to and challenges convention, with her Gallic heritage placing her slightly outside societal expectations. She forgoes the restored respectability that would come with Henchard’s proposal and instead marries Farfrae for love. When her past affair with Henchard is discovered, she ultimately dies from fear that Farfrae will stop loving her rather than from society’s condemnation.


    ELIZABETH-JANE HENCHARD/NEWSON


    Elizabeth-Jane is Susan and Newson’s 18-year-old illegitimate daughter. She acts as the replacement for Susan and Henchard’s dead child and inherits her name. Elizabeth is unaware of the illicit nature of her parentage that, if known, would give her a highly precarious position in society. Nevertheless, she acts as the text’s moral compass. She is an intelligent, inquisitive young woman of some beauty, whose mind strives for education. She is described as “that flower of nature Elizabeth” (p.296), which stands in contrast to the artificiality of her character double Lucetta. Both women are in love with Farfrae, whom Elizabeth eventually marries after Lucetta’s death. She is a virtuous yet conventional character, and remains one of the more passive of Hardy’s heroines.
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