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THE MAYOR OF CASTERBRIDGE

THOMAS HARDY was born in a cottage in Higher Bockhampton, near Dorchester, on 2 June 1840. He was educated locally and at sixteen was articled to a Dorchester architect, John Hicks. In 1862 he moved to London and found employment with another architect, Arthur Blomfield. He now began to write poetry and published an essay. By 1867 he had returned to Dorset to work as Hicks’s assistant and began his first (unpublished) novel, The Poor Man and the Lady.

On an architectural visit to St Juliot in Cornwall in 1870 he met his first wife, Emma Gifford. Before their marriage in 1874 he had published four novels and was earning his living as a writer. More novels followed and in 1878 the Hardys moved from Dorset to the London literary scene. But in 1885, after building his house at Max Gate near Dorchester, Hardy again returned to Dorset. He then produced most of his major novels: The Mayor of Casterbridge (1886), The Woodlanders (1887), Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891), The Pursuit of the Well-Beloved (1892) and Jude the Obscure (1895). Amidst the controversy caused by Jude the Obscure, he turned to the poetry he had been writing all his life. In the next thirty years he published over nine hundred poems and his epic drama in verse, The Dynasts.

After a long and bitter estrangement, Emma Hardy died at Max Gate in 1912. Paradoxically, the event triggered some of Hardy’s finest love poetry. In 1914, however, he married Florence Dugdale, a close friend for several years. In 1910 he had been awarded the Order of Merit and was recognized, even revered, as the major literary figure of the time. He died on 11 January 1928. His ashes were buried in Westminster Abbey and his heart at Stinsford in Dorset.
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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

This edition uses, with one exception, the first edition in volume form of each of Hardy’s novels and therefore offers something not generally available. Their dates range from 1871 to 1897. The purpose behind this choice is to present each novel as the creation of its own period and without revisions of later times, since these versions have an integrity and value of their own. The outline of textual history that follows is designed to expand on this statement.

All of Hardy’s fourteen novels, except Jude the Obscure (1895) which first appeared as a volume in the Wessex Novels, were published individually as he wrote them (from 1871 onwards). Apart from Desperate Remedies (1871) and Under the Greenwood Tree (1872), all were published first as serials in periodicals, where they were subjected to varying degrees of editorial interference and censorship. Desperate Remedies and Under the Greenwood Tree appeared directly in volume form from Tinsley Brothers. By 1895 ten more novels had been published in volumes by six different publishers.

By 1895 Hardy was sufficiently well established to negotiate with Osgood, McIlvaine a collected edition of all earlier novels and short-story collections plus the volume edition of Jude the Obscure. The Well-Beloved (radically changed from its serialized version) was added in 1897, completing the appearance of all Hardy’s novels in volume form. Significantly this collection was called the ‘Wessex Novels’ and contained a map of ‘The Wessex of the Novels’ and authorial prefaces, as well as frontispieces by Macbeth-Raeburn of a scene from the novel sketched ‘on the spot’. The texts were heavily revised by Hardy, amongst other things, in relation to topography to strengthen the ‘Wessex’ element so as to suggest that this half-real half-imagined location had been coherently conceived from the beginning, though of course he knew that this was not so. In practice ‘Wessex’ had an uncertain and ambiguous development in the earlier editions. To trace the growth of Wessex in the novels as they appeared it is necessary to read them in their original pre-1895 form. For the 1895–6 edition represents a substantial layer of reworking.

Similarly in the last fully revised and collected edition of 1912–13, the Wessex Edition, further alterations were made to topographical detail and photographs of Dorset were included. In the more open climate of opinion then prevailing, sexual and religious references were sometimes (though not always) made bolder. In both collected editions there were also many changes of other kinds. In addition novels and short-story volumes were grouped thematically as ‘Novels of Character and Environment’, ‘Romances and Fantasies’ and ‘Novels of Ingenuity’ in a way suggesting a unifying master plan underlying all texts. A few revisions were made for the Mellstock Edition of 1919–20, but to only some texts.

It is various versions of the 1912–13 edition which are generally available today, incorporating these layers of alteration and shaped in part by the critical climate when the alterations were made. Therefore the present edition offers the texts as Hardy’s readers first encountered them, in a form of which he in general approved, the version that his early critics reacted to. It reveals Hardy as he first dawned upon the public and shows how his writing (including the creation of Wessex) developed, partly in response to differing climates of opinion in the 1870s, 1880s and early 1890s. In keeping with these general aims, the edition will reproduce all contemporary illustrations where the originals were line drawings. In addition for all texts which were illustrated, individual volumes will provide an appendix discussing the artist and the illustrations.

The exception to the use of the first volume editions is Far from the Madding Crowd, for which Hardy’s holograph manuscript will be used. That edition will demonstrate in detail just how the text is ‘the creation of its own period’: by relating the manuscript to the serial version and to the first volume edition. The heavy editorial censoring by Leslie Stephen for the serial and the subsequent revision for the volume provide an extreme example of the processes that in many cases precede and produce the first book versions. In addition, the complete serial version (1892) of The Well-Beloved will be printed alongside the volume edition, since it is arguably a different novel from the latter.

To complete the picture of how the texts developed later, editors trace in their Notes on the History of the Text the major changes in 1895–6 and 1912–13. They quote significant alterations in their explanatory notes and include the authorial prefaces of 1895–6 and 1912–13. They also indicate something of the pre-history of the texts in manuscripts where these are available. The editing of the short stories will be separately dealt with in the two volumes containing them.

Patricia Ingham
St Anne’s College, Oxford




CHRONOLOGY: HARDY’S LIFE AND WORKS


1840   2 June: Thomas Hardy born, Higher Bockhampton, Dorset, eldest child of a builder, Thomas Hardy, and Jemima Hand, who had been married for less than six months. Younger siblings: Mary, Henry, Katharine (Kate), to whom he remained close.

1848–56   Schooling in Dorset.

1856   Hardy watched the hanging of Martha Browne for the murder of her husband. (Thought to be remembered in the death of Tess Durbeyfield.)

1856–60   Articled to Dorchester architect, John Hicks; later his assistant.

late 1850s Important friendship with Horace Moule (eight years older, middle class and well educated), who became his intellectual mentor and encouraged his self-education.

1862   London architect, Arthur Blomfield, employed him as a draughts man. Self-education continued.

1867   Returned to Dorset as a jobbing architect. He worked for Hicks on church restoration.

1868   Completed his first novel The Poor Man and the Lady but it was rejected for publication (see 1878).

1869   Worked for the architect Crickmay in Weymouth, again on church restoration.

1870   After many youthful infatuations thought to be referred to in early poems, met his first wife, Emma Lavinia Gifford, on a professional visit to St Juliot in north Cornwall.

1871   Desperate Remedies published in volume form by Tinsley Brothers.

1872   Under the Greenwood Tree published in volume form by Tinsley Brothers.

1873   A Pair of Blue Eyes (previously serialized in Tinsleys’ Magazine). Horace Moule committed suicide.

1874   Far from the Madding Crowd (previously serialized in the Cornhill Magazine). Hardy married Emma and set up house in London (Surbiton). They had no children, to Hardy’s regret; and she never got on with his family.

1875   The Hardys returned to Dorset (Swanage).

1876   The Hand of Ethelberta (previously serialized in the Cornhill Magazine).

1878   The Return of the Native (previously serialized in Belgravia). The Hardys moved back to London (Tooting). Serialized version of part of first unpublished novel appeared in Harper’s Weekly in New York as An Indiscretion in the Life of an Heiress. It was never included in his collected works.

1880   The Trumpet-Major (previously serialized in Good Words). Hardy ill for many months.

1881   A Laodicean (previously serialized in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine). The Hardys returned to Dorset.

1882   Two on a Tower (previously serialized in the Atlantic Monthly).

1885   The Hardys moved for the last time to a house, Max Gate, outside Dorchester, designed by Hardy and built by his brother.

1886   The Mayor of Casterbridge (previously serialized in the Graphic).

1887   The Woodlanders (previously serialized in Macmillan’s Magazine).

1888   Wessex Tales.

1891   A Group of Noble Dames (tales). Tess of the D’Urbervilles (previously serialized in censored form in the Graphic). It simultaneously enhanced his reputation as a novelist and caused a scandal because of its advanced views on sexual conduct.

1892   Hardy’s father, Thomas, died. Serialized version of The Well-Beloved, entitled The Pursuit of the Well-Beloved, in the Illustrated London News. Growing estrangement from Emma.

1892–3   Our Exploits at West Poley, a long tale for boys, published in an American periodical, the Household.

1893   Met Florence Henniker, one of several society women with whom he had intense friendships. Collaborated with her on The Spectre of the Real (published 1894).

1894   Life’s Little Ironies (tales).

1895   Jude the Obscure, a savage attack on marriage which worsened relations with Emma. Serialized previously in Harper’s New Monthly Magazine. It received both eulogistic and vitriolic reviews. The latter were a factor in his ceasing to write novels.

1895–6   First Collected Edition of novels: Wessex Novels (16 volumes), published by Osgood, McIlvaine. This included the first book edition of Jude the Obscure.

1897   The Well-Beloved (rewritten) published as a book; added to the Wessex Novels as vol. XVII. From now on he published only the poetry he had been writing since the 1860s. No more novels.

1898   Wessex Poems and Other Verses. Hardy and Emma continued to live at Max Gate but were now estranged and ‘kept separate’.

1901   Poems of the Past and the Present.

1902   Macmillan became his publishers.

1904   Part 1 of The Dynasts (epic-drama in verse on Napoleon). Hardy’s mother, Jemima, ‘the single most important influence in his life’, died.

1905   Met Florence Emily Dugdale, his future second wife, then aged 26. Soon a friend and secretary.

1906   Part 2 of The Dynasts.

1908   Part 3 of The Dynasts.

1909   Time’s Laughingstocks and Other Verses.

1910   Awarded Order of Merit, having previously refused a knighthood.

1912–13   Major collected edition of novels and verse, revised by Hardy: The Wessex Edition (24 volumes). 27 November: Emma died still estranged. This triggered the writing of Hardy’s finest love-lyrics about their early time in Cornwall.

1913   A Changed Man and Other Tales.

1914   10 February: married Florence Dugdale (already hurt by his poetic reaction to Emma’s death). Satires of Circumstance. The Dynasts: Prologue and Epilogue.

1915   Mary, Hardy’s sister, died. His distant young cousin, Frank, killed at Gallipoli.

1916   Selected Poems.

1917   Moments of Vision and Miscellaneous Verses.

1919–20   Mellstock Edition of novels and verse (37 volumes).

1922   Late Lyrics and Earlier with Many Other Verses.

1923   The Famous Tragedy of the Queen of Cornwall (drama).

1924   Dramatized Tess performed at Dorchester. Hardy infatuated with the local woman, Gertrude Bugler, who played Tess.

1925   Human Shows, Far Phantasies, Songs and Trifles.

1928   Hardy died on 11 January. His heart was buried in Emma’s grave at Stinsford, his ashes in Westminster Abbey. Winter Words in various moods and metres published posthumously. Hardy’s brother, Henry, died.

1928–30   Hardy’s autobiography published (on his instructions) under his second wife’s name.

1937   Florence Hardy (his second wife) died.

1940   Hardy’s last sibling, Kate, died.






PLACE NAMES



	Hardy’s name

	Real name


	Anglebury

	Wareham


	Budmouth

	Weymouth


	Casterbridge

	Dorchester


	Dummerford

	Fordington


	Havenpool

	Poole


	Hintock

	Imaginary village in the Melbury, Evershot, Hermitage area


	Kingsbere

	Bere Regis


	Melchester

	Salisbury


	Mellstock

	Stinsford, including Lower and Higher Bockhampton


	Overcombe

	Suggested by Sutton-Poyntz, but relocated


	Port-Bredy (Breedy)

	Bridport


	Sherton-Abbas

	Sherborne


	Shottsford

	Blandford Forum


	Stickleford

	Tincleton


	Weatherbury

	Puddletown



	Weydon Priors

	Weyhill
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INTRODUCTION

New readers are advised that this Introduction makes the detail of the plot explicit.

The publication in 1886 of The Mayor of Casterbridge: The Life and Death of a Man of Character marked the beginning of what was to be the richest period in Thomas Hardy’s twenty-five-year career as a novelist. The fulfilment of the great tragic novels – The Woodlanders (1887), Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891) and Jude the Obscure (1895) – would not in the mid-1880s have seemed predictable from the tenor and quality of Hardy’s most recent work. While some short stories had appeared in periodicals, his last full novel, Two on a Tower (1882), had been published more than three years earlier, a mere eleven months after the appearance of the ill-starred A Laodicean (1881), much of which was dictated by the ailing Hardy to his wife from what looked for a while like being his deathbed. Between them these two minor novels displayed an unpromising preoccupation with romance in highish society, an emphasis which may have suggested a return to the laboured social and class preoccupations of his first unpublished novel The Poor Man and the Lady (written in 1867), the early Desperate Remedies (1871) and A Pair of Blue Eyes (1873), and his ‘comedy in chapters’ The Hand of Ethelberta (1876). It could equally have seemed an advance into more contemporary class concerns: the social paradoxes attendant upon the emergence of a modern professional and scientific meritocracy. But whether A Laodicean and Two on a Tower invited a look backwards or forwards, they would certainly have suggested a movement away from the pastoral rusticity of Under the Greenwood Tree (1872) and Far from the Madding Crowd (1874), the louring existential drama of The Return of the Native (1878), or the regional history of The Trumpet-Major (1880). The Saturday Review’s notice of Two on a Tower identified and censured this apparent tendency, complaining that A Laodicean ‘can hardly have been thought an improvement on the previous works… and, unfortunately, it is not easy to think that Two on a Tower is much of an improvement on A Laodicean’ (18 November 1882; reprinted in R. G. Cox, [ed.], Thomas Hardy: The Critical Heritage [London: Routledge & Kegan Paul], p. 97). While contemporary reviewers often advanced what now seem eccentric judgements on Hardy’s novels, time has done little to promote either novel to a higher echelon of his fiction. Anyone hazarding in 1885 an opinion on his past achievements and future prospects might have been forgiven for predicting that a novelist to whom posterity would accord an honourable if secondary place in the history of nineteenth-century fiction had already produced his best work.


And then came the remarkable achievement of The Mayor of Caster-bridge. It came at a time when, as he entered his mid-forties, Hardy’s life was taking a decided turn back towards its Dorset roots. The need to convalesce from his extended 1880–81 illness had encouraged the Hardys’ relocation in June 1881 from London, where they had lived for the previous three years, to Wimborne. Exactly two years later they moved from Wimborne to the centre of Dorchester, taking up residence in Shire-Hall Place, where The Mayor of Casterbridge was written: a diary entry for 17 April 1885 notes: ‘Wrote the last page of “The Mayor of Casterbridge”, begun at least a year ago, and frequently interrupted in the writing of each part’ (Life and Work, p. 177). Here they were to stay for another two years before a final move into Max Gate, the Hardy-designed house on the edge of Dorchester, built by his father and brother, in which he was to live for the rest of his life. The move was a return home both literally and imaginatively, and one attended with residual doubts. On 31 December 1885, after six months in Max Gate and with the first instalment of The Mayor of Casterbridge due to appear in the Graphic in just two days, Hardy mused: ‘This evening, the end of the old year 1885 finds me sadder than many previous New Year’s eves have done. Whether building this house at Max Gate was a wise expenditure of energy is one doubt, which, if resolved in the negative, is depressing enough. And there are others’ (Life and Work, pp. 182–3).

At this remove it is pointless to speculate about the extent to which these doubts may have included uncertainties about his own marital situation, and presumptuous to draw any conclusions about that situation’s influence on the choice of domestic disharmony, stylized into the notorious wife-sale, as originating plot moment in The Mayor of Casterbridge. More reliable is the evidence that the return to Dorset, and particularly Dorchester, helped re-confirm Wessex as the most fertile imaginative ground for Hardy. Renewed daily familiarity would logically have suggested Dorchester, fictionalized into Casterbridge, as a centre for the most topographically cohesive (in both inner imaginative coherence and relationship of setting to original) of all his major works.

The Return of the Native had been the last novel so intimately connected in its location – the heathland adjacent to his Bockhampton birthplace – with Hardy’s own personal past. In that book, the native in question, Clym Yeobright, turns his back on the bubble reputation floated by the cosmopolitan sophistications of Paris in order to seek, with disastrous consequences, a renewed relationship with origin. The Mayor of Casterbridge rings pointed changes on this situation. Michael Henchard begins and ends the novel away from Casterbridge and in virtual anonymity – his origins unexplained, his death a self-willed annihilation – and achieves renown only in his association with Casterbridge. The Casterbridge Henchard, seen only after ascent to the mayoralty, is defined by social position, his municipal office providing the book’s eponymous title. While Yeobright courts regional obscurity in the service of good works, despite the fact that his cosmopolitan allure comprises most of his appeal to the woman he has married, Henchard is a Caster-bridge-made public man. But his very status contributes to his downfall: only a public figure would be vulnerable to the court-room revelations of Mrs Goodenough or the community lampooning of the skimmity-ride. In their opposed but complementary ways, both Yeobright and Henchard offer bleak versions of the uneasy relationship between celebrity and obscurity, centre and margin. Between them they reflect what may have been contradictory impulses in Hardy himself, who had good reason to ponder both the familial and personal costs of being a public figure and the possible career implications of a return from London, the social and cultural centre of the English-speaking world, to permanent residence a few miles from his childhood home. There is suggestive irony in the fact that Hardy was sworn in as a Dorchester magistrate, the civic responsibility that brings so humiliatingly to light the discrepancy between Henchard’s present social position and past history, while working on the early stages of his Casterbridge novel.

Although The Mayor of Casterbridge may invite speculation about the now-famous Hardy’s own ambivalent relationship with a community in which he had once been merely an apprentice architect, whose modest professional expectations even then were already moving him away from his origins in a Bockhampton cottage, any similarity between Michael Henchard and his creator ends with their shared local celebrity. Henchard is the first Hardy character so completely to dominate the novel in which he appears, and only Tess and Jude are protagonists of comparable, although very differently figured, psychological power. In Henchard’s case, the self-destructive nature of that power – source of the fury that causes him to lash out against both himself and those who stand closest to him – expresses itself in terms that for a later age, more familiar with the easy jargon of psychiatric diagnosis, bear the clear stamp of manic depression. His emotional collapse is what initially attracts Lucetta’s attention, suggesting that she is drawn towards the vulnerability that is so near allied to aggression. In the serial versions of the novel, their Jersey meeting takes place when she rescues Henchard from drowning, but revision transformed this into an illness in which ‘I sank into one of those gloomy fits I sometimes suffer from… when the world seems to have the blackness of hell, and, like Job, I could curse the day that gave me birth’ (Chapter XII). Lucetta’s ‘pity’ nurses Henchard out of this state, just as his own self-pity recurrently plunges him back into it. While he ascribes these fits to ‘the loneliness of my domestic life’, the opening chapter, when he still has the company of wife and child, suggests a constitutional rather than situational cause for his gloom. Because of Henchard’s taciturnity, Susan ‘walked the highway alone, save for the child she bore’, as her husband proclaims in ‘the turn and plant of each foot… a dogged and cynical indifference, personal to himself.’

Henchard’s self-destructive darkness strikes only by fits, leaving him susceptible in less overcast phases of his emotional life to guilt, affectional impulse, self-sacrifice, and generosity. Either greater self-control or greater ruthlessness might be his saving. The lack of self-control leads to the wife-sale, the rejection of Farfrae and subsequent verbal and physical attacks on him, the attempt to blackmail Lucetta into marriage, the toying with her reputation by reading Farfrae extracts from her old love-letters, and the lying to Newson about Elizabeth-Jane’s supposed death. The lack of ruthlessness leads to the decision to re-marry Susan, the public acknowledgement of the truth of Mrs Goodenough’s courtroom revelation, his exemplary conduct at the bankruptcy proceedings, and the inability to carry to a conclusion his impulses to harm Farfrae and Lucetta. He is a man whose governing inclinations are tragically at war with each other: generosity with meagre calculation, altruism with self-pity, hatred with love, civic responsibility with fecklessness. To the extent that there is a ‘real’ Michael Henchard, he is a compound of antithetical terms and, as Dr Jekyll, the even more tortured protagonist of a novel published in the same year as The Mayor of Casterbridge, came to say of his own double nature, ‘if I could rightly be said to be either, it was only because I was radically both’ (Robert Louis Stevenson, ‘Henry Jekyll’s Full Statement of the Case’, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde).

Apart from being made privy to the wife-sale, we know nothing of Henchard’s pre-Casterbridge life, except for one telling fact: he once had a brother, who died. A key part of Farfrae’s uncanny appeal for Henchard lies in his possession of facial features similar to those of the dead brother, whose loss still haunts Henchard. Elizabeth-Jane herself notes the quasi-fraternal terms of their relationship, Henchard laying ‘his arm familiarly on his manager’s shoulder, as if Farfrae were a younger brother, bearing so heavily that his slight figure bent under the weight’ (Chapter XIV). The division within him is thus externalized in the equally antithetical terms of his relationship with the young stranger, in which love mystified into blood-brotherhood and hatred verging on the homicidal compete for dominance. Despite the recurrent critical tendency to read Henchard and Farfrae as existing in simple opposition – Henchard embodying tradition, superstition, passion, body, the spoken word, instinct and community, Farfrae figuring modernity, science, reason, mind, the written word, calculation, and society – Henchard’s extreme responses to Farfrae are clearly at some level the expression of self-love and self-loathing, with Farfrae standing for the dead other self of a lost brother.

This is made explicit in the tendency of both extremities of response to have more profound effects on Henchard himself than on Farfrae. The love, expressed in the domineering tones that distinguish all Henchard’s emotive impulses, is associated not only with the lost brother but also with the salvation of his own reputation by Farfrae’s method for recovering grown wheat. The hatred is expressed in acts of aggression which unfailingly rebound on the aggressor: the raining-out of the celebration that Henchard establishes in competition with Farfrae’s (Chapter XVI); the public cursing of Farfrae (Chapter XXXIII), whose terms (‘And the next age his hated name/Shall utterly deface’) are fulfilled against Henchard himself in the self-erasing ‘& that no man remember me’ of his will; the wrestling bout in which honour demands that Henchard first disable himself before attempting to destroy Farfrae (Chapter XXXVIII). On the only occasion he actually does significant damage to Farfrae, when his careless return of Lucetta’s love-letters results ultimately in her death, it is damage brought about by thoughtlessness and the interference of malign external agency rather than by his own design. And even then he arguably does more damage to himself than to the resilient Farfrae, who soon takes consolation in having ‘exchanged a looming misery for a simple sorrow’ since ‘it was hard to believe that life with her would have been productive of further happiness’ (Chapter XLII).

The reflexive nature of Henchard’s responses to Farfrae is, of course, most fully acted out in the mirrored paths of their careers. Not only does Farfrae become Henchard, by taking possession of his business, prospective wife, domestic furnishings, house and municipal office, but Henchard becomes Farfrae, contemplating emigration, resisting pressing invitation to take lodgings in his would-be patron’s house, and finally capitulating and accepting employment with him. As Henchard observes bitterly to Jopp, ‘Surely he’ll buy my body and soul likewise’ (Chapter XXXII). While the Faustian echoes may dominate here, particularly given the earlier specific association of Henchard with Faust (see Chapter XVII, n. 5), Farfrae seems, one would have thought even to Henchard himself, somewhat miscast in the role of Lucifer. But if, as Henchard’s own Casterbridge experience would suggest, position and possessions are the making of the man, Farfrae’s appropriations make him and Henchard increasingly difficult to distinguish from each other.

This pattern of doubling that at once makes Henchard himself so fundamentally divided and externalizes that self-fracture in the fraternal relationship with Farfrae, runs through all the characterization, generating a novel of unusually elaborate psychological inversions, anticipatory of similar complexities in The Woodlanders, Tess, and Jude. In March 1886, as the serialization of The Mayor of Casterbridge continued in the Graphic, Hardy made a diary note that speaks to techniques of characterization foreshadowed in his most recent novel: ‘Novel-writing as an art cannot go backward. Having reached the analytic stage it must transcend it by going still further in the same direction. Why not by rendering as visible essences, spectres, &c. the abstract thoughts of the analytic school’ (Life and Work, p. 183). This is not to suggest that The Mayor of Casterbridge substitutes spectral presences for real characters. But it does align contradictory human propensities, both within and between characters, in ways that destabilize character consistency and place emphasis as much on protean human responses as on the particular character who happens at any given time to be manifesting them.

For example, essential to the plot complications is another lost sibling, Henchard’s actual daughter, who, though dead in infancy, fundamentally influences Elizabeth-Jane’s fate. Without her knowledge, her relationship with Henchard is governed by his progressively bifurcated sense of her identity: on the one hand as the daughter he effectively sold along with his wife and believes himself to have bought back, on the other as an alien intruder who has appropriated that daughter’s place. She becomes the means of introducing Henchard, however inadequately, to the relativizing of absolute notions of identity, her ministrations after the skimmity-ride encouraging him to develop again ‘the dream of a future lit by her filial presence’ (Chapter XLI), despite his awareness of the lack of biological relationship between them. His ‘greedy exclusiveness’ and fear of losing her prevents this leading to equal flexibility in his glossing of paternal identity, with the result that he immediately sends Newson packing with the lie of Elizabeth-Jane’s death. But the final bestowal of affection on the rejected stepdaughter with whom he has no actual blood-ties is the reversed analogue of his earlier attachment to Farfrae, the quasi-brother he comes to hate. The apparently oppositional exclusiveness of love and dislike, premised upon absolutist notions of identity and its obligations, is challenged in the instability of the uncompromising Henchard’s own erratic teetering between such attitudinal extremes.

The eventual marriage between Elizabeth-Jane and Farfrae sanctifies the possibilities of compromise between the kind of antithetical terms whose irreconcilability, in their undiluted forms, destroys the absolutist Henchard. The rejected early love becomes Farfrae’s less glamorous and idealized, but finally more satisfactory, second wife. Elizabeth-Jane’s blood-father, who once proved his paternal affection by the eccentric course of desertion and feigned death, discusses the economics of wedding celebration with the thrifty groom and, after demonstrating his frenzied terpsichorean joy at the happy event, departs again to the comfortingly unfamilial solitude of his Budmouth lodgings. And Elizabeth-Jane herself, as the ‘sparkling emotions of her early married life cohered into an equable serenity’, comes to reflect that ‘the doubtful honour of a brief transit through a sorry world hardly called for effusiveness, even when the path was suddenly irradiated at some half-way point by daybeams rich as hers’ (Chapter XLV). The mood is one of qualified contentment not passional extremity, generated by the capacity to strike an unspectacular balance between calculation and generosity, solipsism and altruism, business, pleasure and the sheer grind of existence. It defines a context that finally has no place for a Michael Henchard.

The doubling, at times tripling and quadrupling, patterns extend far beyond Henchard’s and Elizabeth-Jane’s lost brother and sister, forming themselves into a dense web comprising the plot’s immanent design. All six of the major characters are implicated in the process, their identities constantly being reshaped as a function of changing relationship with others. At the centre of all the interconnected threads is Henchard.

Farfrae may be the brother Henchard lost, returned to replace him as corn factor and mayor, but he also both plays a filial role in relation to Henchard and shares his spousal connection to Lucetta. Their relationship is further complicated by Farfrae’s recurrent figuring as mentor, and hence surrogate paternal figure, to Henchard, to whom he offers advice not only on professional matters but also on the confusions of his private life.

Newson, in turn, has been for many years – at least until the unconvincingly well-intentioned desertion and feigned death – the husband Henchard might have been, returned after Susan’s death to replace him as father to Elizabeth-Jane. As well as sharing Henchard’s spousal and paternal relationships to Susan and Elizabeth-Jane, he displays a number of his less edifying characteristics, in addition to the most obvious: their shared and extremely questionable understanding of the responsibilities marriage and fatherhood carry. He enables marital irregularity by buying where Henchard sells; he contributes to major private and public discord by helping fund the skimmity-ride, which given his own domestic arrangements and Mixen Lane’s doorstep sex-trade is as hypocritical as it is heartless; he shares Henchard’s egregious and self-excusing condescension to Susan’s supposed simple-mindedness; and he is finally so taken by the ‘joke’ played upon him by Henchard in lying about Elizabeth-Jane’s ‘death’ as to regard the whole episode ‘as much my fault as his’ (Chapter XLIII). But at the same time, he shares certain character traits with Farfrae: restraint and calculation in emotion, caution in financial dealings, contentment with his own company. This ‘eclipsing personage’ who ‘out-Farfraed Farfrae in saltatory intensity’ at the wedding celebration (Chapter XLIV), just as Farfrae has out-Hencharded Henchard in corn-dealing, municipal politics and marriageability, is also, like both Farfrae and Henchard, an opportunistic itinerant, the only one of the three actually to have fulfilled intentions to emigrate.

The patterning between the women is similarly convoluted. After the death of Susan, Elizabeth-Jane finds a surrogate mother-figure in Lucetta, in some degree through Lucetta’s vestigial relationship with Henchard, but more particularly through her quasi-adoption of Elizabeth-Jane in the latter’s movement from Henchard’s house to High Street Hall. Lucetta is also figured as Elizabeth-Jane’s sisterly double, most specifically when Elizabeth-Jane first sees her, standing by Susan’s grave: ‘[t]he personage was in mourning like herself, was about her age and size, and might have been her wraith or double, but for the fact that it was a lady much more beautifully dressed than she’ (Chapter XX). But after becoming Lucetta’s companion, Elizabeth-Jane herself increasingly plays a quasi-maternal role vis-à-vis the older woman. Like Henchard consulting Farfrae, Lucetta seeks, albeit with unconvincing dissimulation as if on behalf of a friend, Elizabeth-Jane’s advice on her responsibilities to her former lover and the enduring power of her own beauty, so that ‘Elizabeth, though the younger, had come to play the part of experienced sage in these discussions’ (Chapter XXIV). This refiguring of relational terms is all the more pronounced in the serial version of the novel, and given a remarkably physical application. During the exchange with the escaped bull, Lucetta is reduced to immediate hysteria while Elizabeth-Jane grabs the leading-stick to restrain the bull for what she thinks is long enough for Lucetta to make her escape to the top of a clover stack (Chapter XXIX). Lucetta’s confusion prevents the fulfilment of Elizabeth-Jane’s plans, and Henchard duly arrives to complete the rescue. But here, as in her later taking command of a desperate situation by rushing in to close window and shutters in a fruitless attempt to protect Lucetta from sight of the skimmity-ride (Chapter XXXIX), Elizabeth-Jane shows a presence of mind that defines her as the dominant force, whatever her social inferiority, in her dealings with Lucetta. She also, of course, shares Lucetta’s spousal relationship to Farfrae, giving her effectively a fourfold identity vis-à-vis Lucetta – sister, daughter, mother and rival – to match Farfrae’s similar fourfold identity – brother, son, father and rival – vis-à-vis Henchard.

Lucetta, in turn, is not only one of Farfrae’s two wives but also one of Henchard’s, literally so in the novel’s earliest version, where Henchard, assuming Susan is dead, actually marries her. She unintentionally acts out the association with Susan in one of the novel’s most striking mirror scenes: her Casterbridge Ring supplication to Henchard for the return of her love-letters (Chapter XXXV). The deliberate attempt to impair her own beauty succeeds so well that Henchard takes pity on her after being reminded of his previous meeting at the same place with the returned Susan. Again, the serial version increases the resonance of these echoes. Enlisting the help of a local chemist to employ ‘disfiguring ointments of various kinds’, Lucetta appears to Henchard a ‘poor, withered, worn-out woman’ (Chapter XXXV), linguistically a revenant of Susan, the ‘poor fragile woman’, termed ‘The Ghost’, whose attractions for Henchard had appeared so puzzling to local gossip (Chapter XIII). The serial version underlines the association still further by having Farfrae come upon Lucetta and Henchard at the Ring, causing Henchard to draw ‘Lucetta’s arm through his own to lend a delusive aspect to the rendezvous he had been surprised in’. Farfrae fails to recognize Lucetta, and after his departure she rushes home, restores herself to beauty, and joins her unsuspecting husband, who conjectures that ‘poor Henchard is going to console himself by speculating in a wife once more. I met him courting just now’ (Chapter XXXV). And Susan and Lucetta are associated not only in their maternal/quasi-maternal relationships with Elizabeth-Jane and their marital/quasi-marital relationships with Henchard but also in their respective marriages to Newson and Farfrae, the two outsider figures who enter Henchard’s life at his request and devastatingly disrupt it.

With protean relationships relativizing identity this completely, Hardy is already working with novelistic characterization in ways that anticipate the refining of human response into emblematic terms in The Dynasts (published originally in three volumes, 1904, 1906, 1908). In this vast epic-drama of the Napoleonic War, Hardy created as choric commentators a group of cumbersome ‘Phantom Intelligences’, who look down and comment on European history as it unfolds over ten years, from the weeks before Trafalgar to the Battle of Waterloo. These Intelligences represent little more than the refinement of human attitude and response, for good and ill, into ‘visible essences’: the Spirit of the Years, the Spirit of the Pities, the Spirits Sinister and Ironic, and the Spirit of Rumour. These figures translate into fuller modes of abstraction a tendency already evident in the doublings and self-divisions of the inhabitants of Casterbridge.

At different times, all the major characters reveal a capacity, worthy of the Spirit of the Years at his most deterministic, of responding to experience as the working-out of inevitable courses uninfluenceable by individual attempts to redirect them. The Henchard who consults the weather-prophet or interprets another double – the discarded effigy of himself at Ten-Hatches – as a sign (Chapters XXVI and XLI); the Farfrae who reads the meeting with Henchard and consequent job offer as ‘destiny’ and ‘fate’ (Chapter IX) and his own ascent to the mayoralty as evidence of being ‘ruled by the powers above us’ (Chapter XXXIV); the Susan whose countenance ‘deems anything possible at the hands of Time and Chance, except, perhaps, fair-play’ (Chapter I) or who responds to Henchard’s threats to sell her ‘in the resigned tones of a fatalist’ (Chapter II); the Lucetta who responds to the skimmity-ride with the accurate prediction that it will kill her (Chapter XXXIX) – all offer themselves as hostages to a fortune analogous in its workings to the Immanent Will of The Dynasts, glossed by the Spirit of the Years as a force ‘Which thinking on, yet weighing not Its thought,/Unchecks Its clock-like laws’ (The Dynasts, Part First, Fore Scene). But equally meliorative impulses reflective of the Spirit of the Pities are shown by the Henchard who takes pity on Lucetta and who cannot act out his intention of wrestling Farfrae to his death, or the Farfrae who refuses his first customer because he is a client of Henchard’s, takes pity on his bankrupt patron, buys in his furniture, gives him employment, and sets him up in his own seed-shop.

Nor are these impulses separable in the composite body of Caster-bridge humanity from those of the Spirits Sinister and Ironic, which could stand as the presiding geniuses of Mixen Lane and such worshippers at its ‘church’, Saint Peter’s Finger inn, as Nance Mockridge, Mother Cuxsom, Mrs Goodenough and Jopp. They are also the spirits who govern Henchard’s own sardonic flirtations with cruelty, and influence Newson’s unfortunate meddlings in the human tragi-comedy. And the Spirit of Rumour, the relentless force that makes events while claiming only to record them and combines the chaos of disparate contingencies into mythic design, controls community response to all the major and minor sensations that ruffle the even surface of Caster-bridge life: the initiatory saga of the spoiled bread; the attraction and later antipathy between the mayor and the young Scottish stranger; the mayor’s baffling marriage to a lacklustre widow; the death of the mayor’s wife; the drunken vagrant’s startling revelations about his past; the marriage between Farfrae and the new tenant of High Street Hall; the insult to royalty perpetrated by the ex-mayor; the discovery that the new mayor’s wife once knew the old mayor better than she should have; the skimmity-ride; another mayoral wife’s death; Farfrae’s remarriage shortly after the return of his new wife’s long-lost father; and the disappearance and death of the disgraced former mayor.

Casterbridge is an ideal landscape to frame and witness these dramas. For all its symmetry and enclosure, a tree-bound squareness ‘compact as a box of dominoes’ (Chapter IV), Casterbridge itself has no more singular and consistent an identity than any individual inhabitant. Just as characters tend to the composite and paradoxical in their embodiment of protean human responses, so ‘Casterbridge was the complement of the rural life around; not its urban opposite’ (Chapter IX). Its rural/urban duality is recurrently evoked as its most distinctive characteristic, productive of the kind of environmental ironies that have sheep-stealers hearing their sentences ‘to the tune of Baa, that floated in at the window from the remainder of the flock browsing hard by’ or a town-jail execution viewed from a meadow ‘out of which the cows had been temporarily driven to give the spectators room’ (Chapter XIV). But the complementary forces which Casterbridge brings into relationship are not just simple antitheses like nature and society, innocence and corruption, unconsciousness and tragic awareness. For the colours of each inhere in rather than merely coexisting with the other. Like the topography of Casterbridge as viewed by ‘birds of the more soaring kind’ (Chapter IV) – granted a view of the whole suggestively similar to that enjoyed by the ‘Overworld’ of The Dynasts – disparate components of the scene coalesce into the fissured clarity of mosaic-work, whose fractured parts require distance to yield up the illusion of design.

The conceptual complexity of The Mayor of Casterbridge’s use of setting can be seen at its subtlest in relation to the building that sits at the literal centre of the town, despite its possession of ‘the characteristics of a country mansion – birds’-nests in its chimneys, damp nooks where fungi grew, and irregularities of surface direct from Nature’s trowel’ (Chapter XXI). High Street Hall, the vantage-point from which Lucetta and Elizabeth-Jane survey the to-ings and fro-ings of Casterbridge mercantile life (on which the socio-political successes of both Henchard and Farfrae are founded), grants the perspectival distance that allows the marketplace, ‘the node of all orbits’, to function as ‘the regulation Open Place in spectacular dramas, where the incidents that occur always happen to bear on the lives of the adjoining residents’ (Chapter XXIV). In this respect, High Street Hall is disengaged from the world it overlooks. But in its own internal paradoxes Lucetta’s house also embodies the contradictions of identity inherent in both the community as a whole and its individual members. Its façade is a monument to Palladian symmetry: dignified, public, reasonable, impressive. Its rear, however, gives access to one of the town’s hidden alleys, through whose concealed mazes surreptitious and criminal activities – illicit assignations, infanticide, and, of course, the rapid dispersals essential to such riotous assemblies as skimmity-rides – can proceed at will. It is a context of shadow, subterfuge and gothic grotesquerie. If the window overlooking the public daytime space of the market defines one principle, the ‘queer old door’ with the leprotic or syphilitic leer on its disease-chipped keystone mask defines the private night-time complement. Like Henchard and Lucetta, the eminent public figures with the hidden private pasts, or Newson, the well-intentioned rescuer of an ill-used wife, who leads his family to think him dead and funds the cruel skimmity-ride, or Farfrae, who brings tears to his listener’s eyes with sentimental songs about the homeland from which he has deliberately exiled himself, or even Elizabeth-Jane, the ministering angel whose ‘craving for correctness’ is ‘almost vicious’ (Chapter XXX), High Street Hall is in its own mixed identity a site of paradox that draws together disparate human impulses and helps turn their chaos into design.

High Street Hall’s moralized spatial contradictions are matched by temporal equivalents. Farfrae first enters the house, having been given Henchard’s permission to court the non-daughter he now regards as an encumbrance, during Candlemas Fair. In Elizabeth-Jane’s absence, flirtatious exchanges between him and Lucetta immediately begin (Chapter XXIII). Like the call to business that terminates this scene by drawing Farfrae back into the market, the agricultural hiring they view together through the windows is specifically rendered as inimical to love: economic circumstance is forcing a young farm worker, for the sake of his age-bowed father, to take employment at a farm many miles away from his sweetheart. In helping establish his claim on Lucetta’s affections by himself hiring both men, Farfrae momentarily reconciles economics and romance. The calendar ratifies this symbiosis of contraries. In Casterbridge, Candlemas Fair with its yearly labour commitments is held on Old Candlemas Day, 14 February, which also happens to be St. Valentine’s Day. While the association is not specifically mentioned, the ironic conflation of the opposed imperatives of economic survival and romance would not have been unintended by Hardy, who in Far from the Madding Crowd had already used the playful flirtatiousness sanctioned by Valentine’s Day as the inception of the Bathsheba – Boldwood tragedy of misalliance. If Farfrae’s Valentine’s Day ministration to young love ironically counterpoints the early stages of his own involvement with Lucetta, the form it takes – the hiring of a promising young man whose eminent employability is the only thing that stands between his father’s waning skills and final defeat in the battle of life – offers its own comment on the inevitable outcome of the unwise and unnecessary generational rivalry Henchard has precipitated with another promising young man he once employed.

High Street Hall, in physical nature and location, thus integrates the contending human forces it embodies and witnesses. Its referential density encapsulates the immense subtlety, greater in its range and relevance to character and situation than that manifested in any of his earlier novels, with which Hardy uses physical context in The Mayor of Casterbridge. As Michael Millgate has suggested, it was in this novel ‘that Hardy achieved a full realisation of the Wessex concept, a realisation which depended on the establishment of Casterbridge itself… as the central point, the economic, administrative, and social capital, of a whole region’ (Millgate, pp. 235–6). Hardy’s fluctuating sense of the most efficacious way of doing this is reflected in the uncertainty that took him from manuscript use of real Dorchester place names, such as the King’s Arms, Three Mariners and Antelope inns, to fictitious equivalents – the Golden Crown, the King of Prussia and the Stag – and back again. But equally impressive is the imaginative conviction with which Casterbridge is made to speak as much to existential as to social situation, in the process revealing why England’s greatest regional novelist can stake convincing claim to being its greatest tragic novelist too. High Street Hall sits, a monument to threateningly suggestive contradictions, at Casterbridge’s centre, surrounded by a town whose tree-lined walks bestow a superficial formal symmetry on the rectangular whole as authoritatively as a Palladian façade does on a rectangular part. But the town itself is also irregularly enclosed by isolated, and isolating, sites of threat that transcend, while encompassing, the terms of mere social circumstance.

The Ring is at first prosaically defined as ‘the local name of one of the finest Roman amphitheatres, if not the very finest, remaining in Britain’ (Chapter XI). But narratorial elaboration on its grotesque and melancholic associations obliterates such bland guide-book perfunctoriness. Standing near Casterbridge’s south-western exit, it has a past that drew inhabitants together primarily at times of collective, officially sanctioned barbarity, while its superstition-enshrouded present repels community pastimes and romantic intimacies alike, leaving it unused for anything except joyless clandestine meetings. To the south-east is Mixen Lane, very much used but primarily as ‘the hiding-place of those who were in distress, and in debt, and trouble of every kind’ (Chapter XXXVI). Approached, usually at night and with the obliquity of the shiftless and criminal, it is the town’s blighted slum, a ‘mildewed leaf in the sturdy and flourishing Casterbridge plant’. More isolated, if also more exposed, is Grey’s Bridge at the town’s eastern exit. This, the more distant of the two bridges at the lower end of Casterbridge that are the haunt of the town’s social failures, is frequented by unfortunates of the Henchard class, whose self-consciousness causes them to shun public scrutiny, and whose despair leads them on occasion to choose, as Henchard himself almost does at nearby Ten Hatches, the ultimate isolation and unconsciousness afforded by suicide. The town’s ‘northeastern limits’ are bounded by what Hardy designates ‘the Schwarzwasser of Casterbridge’ (Chapter XIX): the slow, dark waters running through the area to which Henchard resorts after reading Susan’s letter, with its devastating revelations about Elizabeth-Jane’s actual paternity. ‘These precincts embodied the mournful phases of Casterbridge life’, and include a ruined Franciscan priory, its mill – ‘the water of which roared down a back-hatch like the voice of desolation’ – the town gaol with its public gallows, and the cottage in which, as a tenant of Jopp, Henchard takes up residence after his bankruptcy. And almost surrounding the whole is ‘Casterbridge Moor’ (in later editions ‘Durnover’), whose main textual associations are with the poachers, indistinguishable from the gamekeepers some of them once were, who stealthily cross it en route to the imperfect sanctuary of Mixen Lane.

Hardy’s use of locations such as these contributes to the status of The Mayor of Casterbridge as one of his major tragic novels, whose story, while convincingly evocative of life in south-west England in the mid-nineteenth century, is even more concerned with the universal human predicament of being the only species possessed of rational or moral consciousness in a world governed by nothing much more meaningful than chance. As the early poem ‘Hap’ (Wessex Poems [1898]) – published a dozen years after but written twenty years before The Mayor of Casterbridge – declares, the unsympathetic machinations of a hostile divinity would be preferable to the operation of mere ‘Crass Casualty’. The novel’s sites of failure and despair are locales whose bleakness, like that embodied in the blighted mental extremity of the Renaissance tragic hero or the melancholia of Romantic Weltschmerz, anticipates the wasteland of Modernist alienation. Visited primarily by the threatened, the corrupted, the desolate, and the tormented, they attract the two extremes of human awareness: the supremely unconscious, who have barely lifted themselves above the level of animals in anything other than a wilful capacity for brutality, and the supremely conscious, who are tortured by the lack of correspondence between the world as it is and the world as it should be. If the lowest denizens of Mixen Lane exemplify the former, Michael Henchard embodies the latter. He is the figure who carries the greatest burden of disabling consciousness in this novel, and arguably (with the possible exception of Jude Fawley) in any Hardy novel. He stands, along with Job whom he himself invokes or Lear whom criticism routinely invokes on his behalf, as the type of the exceptional human who experiences, recognizes and accepts the inevitability of suffering. Mixen Lane is home to many a ‘poor, bare, forked animal’ – the ‘unaccommodated man’ of King Lear (III. iv). Only Henchard fully recognizes the extent to which he is such a creature. He conveys that recognition in the last exchange recorded between him and Abel Whittle, another brother figure to the Henchard who on his departure from Casterbridge has identified himself with Cain, who goes ‘alone as I deserve – an outcast and a vagabond’ (Chapter XLIII). He transposes on to Whittle, the Abel ministering to a Cain who in this recension kills himself rather than his brother, words that echo Lear’s self-judging ‘I am a very foolish, fond old man’ (IV. vii): ‘What, Whittle… and can ye really be such a poor fond fool as to care for such a wretch as I!’ (Chapter XLV).

Hence the importance of the textual revision that has Lucetta rescuing him, at least temporarily, from despair, a quality of consciousness, rather than from drowning, an unfortunate by-product of mere accident. Farfrae, or for that matter the least thoughtful inhabitant of Mixen Lane, could suffer drowning, but Henchard’s affliction – while engendered by that most distinctively human of attributes, knowledge – is of a kind unknown to the callow Farfrae. As Henchard tells him of the fits ‘when the world seems to have the blackness of hell, and, like Job, I could curse the day that gave me birth’, Farfrae’s only response is ‘Ah, now, I never feel like it’ (Chapter XII), which surely competes for rhetorical inadequacy with his response to Abel Whittle’s extended account of Henchard’s harrowing last days and death: ‘ “Dear me – is it so!” said Farfrae’ (Chapter XLV).

At the most literal level, Henchard is obviously possessed of one piece of knowledge unshared by anyone else in Casterbridge, at least until Susan’s arrival: only he knows what happened eighteen years ago at Weydon-Priors fair. But more fundamentally, he is the character most troubled by the antithetical relationship of human thought and feeling to each other, and to what actually happens in the world. Even when what happens is a direct fulfilment of avowed purpose – Henchard says he wants to sell his wife and Newson walks in and buys her, Henchard says that Farfrae will be leaving his employ and Farfrae leaves, Henchard tells Newson that Elizabeth-Jane is dead and Newson believes him – the outcome observes the letter but belies the spirit of the intent. The rational and passional sides of Henchard’s consciousness are at once divided against each other and inseparable. To a less self-questioning sensibility, like that of Farfrae, this would be no problem: the sentimentalist and the man of business manage to coexist in relative harmony, untroubled by guilt, doubt or mutual antipathy. To Henchard, part of the price of being conscious is the almost suicidal need to seek the relief of unconsciousness, both in himself and, as his will attests, of himself in others.

‘Consciousness’ is a key term for Hardy, for reasons endemic to his subjectivist and associational presuppositions about the relationship between the individual and the world. Nowhere is its primacy revealed with greater poignancy, and, given subsequent events, more ironic consequences, than in Angel Clare’s ruminations on his responsibilities to Tess Durbeyfield, the vulnerable dairymaid whose affections he is aware of having aroused. He is also aware that ‘Tess was no insignificant creature to toy with and dismiss; but a woman living her precious life – a life which, to herself who endured or enjoyed it, possessed as great a dimension as the life of the mightiest to himself.… This consciousness upon which he had intruded was the single opportunity of existence ever vouchsafed to Tess by an unsympathetic First Cause – her all; her every and only chance, (Tess of the d’Urbervilles, Chapter XXV). For all its totality, it is also a chance which to Hardy, as to Henchard or Tess, often seems as much of a curse as a blessing.

A telling emendation in a poem whose entire subject is the burden of human consciousness helps clarify Henchard’s malaise. In ‘Before Life and After’ (Time’s Laughingstocks [1909]), Hardy speculates on the possible desirability of unconsciousness, given that ‘Before the birth of consciousness,/… all went well.’ As in Henchard’s depressive states, consciousness is figured here as a ‘disease’, and Hardy identifies the point at which ‘the disease of feeling germed’ as a kind of fall into tragic awareness. In manuscript, this phrase originally read ‘the disease of thought engermed’, superficially a quite different, not to say contradictory, emphasis. The change was almost certainly made to accord with metrical rather than semantic imperatives. No doubt having decided that ‘engermed’ sounded a little too tortured, even for his developed appetite for word coinage, Hardy dropped the obtrusive first syllable and found himself in need of another to carry its metrical weight: hence the monosyllabic ‘thought’ became the disyllabic ‘feeling’. But what the change does suggest is that for Hardy’s purposes, the two were effectively interchangeable, since both are equally expressive – indeed, perhaps so expressive only in their conflation – of the distinctively human quality of apprehension about which he was writing: ‘consciousness’.

Certainly for Henchard thought and feeling, however often they may seem at war with each other, are inextricably entwined, and totally disabling in their effect on his response to circumstance. They are burdens by which Farfrae or Newson seem almost entirely untroubled and that Henchard himself becomes increasingly desperate to unshoulder. He casts a final vote for unconsciousness, effected by virtual suicide in the face of emotional trauma: as Abel Whittle explains, ‘he couldn’t eat – no, no appetite at all – and he got weaker; and to-day he died’ (Chapter XLV). In trying also to effect unconsciousness of himself in others, by the self-obliterating directive ‘that no man remember me’, Henchard anticipates a similar impulse in his spiritual successor, Jude Fawley, whose final words are an extended quotation from Job that includes the terrible self-annihilating verse: ‘Let the day perish wherein I was born, and the night in which it was said, There is a man child conceived’ (Jude the Obscure, VI, xi).

But perhaps he also anticipates a more modern, and markedly less heroic, recognition of the consolations of nescience. Thirty years after the publication of The Mayor of Casterbridge, Hardy transcribed into the second of his literary notebooks two extended quotations from an unidentified poem. The extracts were not taken directly from the poem itself, but from an anthology with the dauntingly ambitious title From Shakespeare to O. Henry. The poet’s name is, however, given: it is T. S. Eliot, who is glossed by Hardy as ‘a poet of the vers-libre school’ (Item 2443: Literary Notebooks, 2, pp. 226–7). The extracts come from ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ (ll. 99–110, 120–31), and they bracket a section that is not quoted: the lines in which Prufrock confesses to not being Prince Hamlet, but rather ‘an attendant lord… almost ridiculous – Almost, at times, the Fool’ (ll. 112, 118–19). These Shakespearian echoes (overtly of Hamlet, less obtrusively of King Lear) in a poem that Hardy may well never have read in its entirety, offer suggestive comment on those final exchanges between Whittle and Henchard, in which a troubled consciousness considerably more daring than Prufrock’s comes to a recognition of its close alliance to folly.

But perhaps even more resonant is another Prufrockian self-characterization excluded from Hardy’s quotations: ‘I should have been a pair of ragged claws/ Scuttling across the floors of silent seas’ (ll. 73–4). Prufrock’s desire for a state of unconsciousness as complete as can be reconciled with vital signs, which are reduced to the purely reflexive movements of disembodied pincers, indicates something of his need to escape the impotent self-awareness that consciousness brings. That it should be expressed in the first published poem of a 27-year-old writer who was about to become one of the most distinctive voices of literary modernism may also suggest something of Hardy’s own legacy to modernism. Given the overwhelming burdens borne by Michael Henchard, Tess Durbeyfield, and Jude Fawley, whose son ‘Little Father Time’ takes his route to unconsciousness in childhood as an almost clinical demonstration of ‘the coming universal wish not to live’ (Jude the Obscure, VI.ii), it was perhaps inevitable that, ten years after publication of The Mayor of Casterbridge, Hardy would take his own vows of novelistic silence and begin the new thirty-year career that would establish him as the twentieth century’s first major English poet.






FURTHER READING

The Mayor of Casterbridge has been well served by both the quantity and quality of commentary it has elicited. The two dominant strands in this criticism are evoked in the title of Laurence Lerner’s useful student introduction, Thomas Hardy’s ‘The Mayor of Casterbridge’: Tragedy or Social History (London: Sussex University Press, 1975). For some years another slim volume, Douglas Brown’s Thomas Hardy: The Mayor of Casterbridge (London: Edward Arnold, 1962) was the main exemplar of the sociological approach, seeing the novel as essentially a conflict between the old and new social orders embodied respectively in Michael Henchard and Donald Farfrae. J. C. Maxwell offered a corrective to Brown’s view in ‘The Sociological Approach to The Mayor of Casterbridge’, in Imagined Worlds: Essays on Some English Novels and Novelists in Honour of John Butt, ed. Maynard Mack and Ian Gregor (London: Methuen, 1968), pp. 225–36. Merryn Williams, Thomas Hardy and Rural England (London: Macmillan, 1972), locates Hardy’s work against the particulars of nineteenth-century rural circumstance. More precisely grounded in the social and intellectual milieu specific to Hardy himself is the relevant chapter in Michael Millgate, Thomas Hardy: His Career as a Novelist (London: Bodley Head, 1971; rev. ed. Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1994), still the most valuable single introduction to Hardy’s fiction. Peter Widdowson, Hardy in History: A Study in Literary Sociology (London: Rout-ledge, 1989) is a more theoretically based discussion of the place of Hardy the man and ‘Hardy’ the text in socio-cultural history, and includes a discussion of the televisual Mayor of Casterbridge.


Two excellent studies of Hardy and tragedy are Dale Kramer, Thomas Hardy: The Forms of Tragedy (London: Macmillan, 1975) and Jeannette King, Tragedy in the Victorian Novel: Theory and Practice in the Novels of George Eliot, Thomas Hardy, and Henry James (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978). D. A. Dike’s ‘A Modern Oedipus: The Mayor of Casterbridge’, Essays in Criticism 2 (1952), 169–79 and John Paterson’s ‘The Mayor of Casterbridge as Tragedy’, Victorian Studies 3 (1959), 151–72 have held up well over the years. The special Hardy issue of Studies in the Novel 4 (1972) contains two useful discussions: Duane D. Edwards, ‘The Mayor of Casterbridge as Aeschylean Tragedy’, 608–18, and Lawrence J. Starzyk, ‘Hardy’s Mayor: The Antitraditional Basis of Tragedy’, 592–607. This line of inquiry is still flourishing, as evidenced in Michael Valdez Moses, ‘Agon in the Marketplace: The Mayor of Casterbridge as Bourgeois Tragedy’, South Atlantic Quarterly 87 (1988), 219–51.

Perhaps not surprisingly in the light of the text’s own Novalis-inspired invitation to associate Character and Fate, analysis of Henchard’s character often attempts to share responsibility for his fate between sociology, tragedy, and personality. Two such syntheses are Jean Brooks, ‘The Mayor of Casterbridge: A Novel of Character and Environment’, in her Thomas Hardy: The Poetic Structure (London: Elek, 1971), pp. 196–215, and Robert C. Schweik, ‘Character and Fate in Hardy’s The Mayor of Casterbridge’, Nineteenth Century Fiction 21 (1966), 249–62.

Feminist readings are increasingly providing some of the most vigorous analysis of Henchard’s situation and psychology. Elaine Showalter’s ‘The Unmanning of the Mayor of Casterbridge’, in Dale Kramer, ed., Critical Approaches to the Fiction of Thomas Hardy (London: Macmillan, 1979), pp. 99–115, and Marjorie Garson’s ‘The Mayor of Casterbridge: The Bounds of Propriety’, in her Hardy’s Fables of Integrity: Woman, Body, Text (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), pp. 94–129, are particularly subtle.

The rich variety of current work is evidenced in an excellent collection of recently published essays, mainly deriving from book chapters, edited by Julian Wolfreys for the Macmillan New Casebooks series (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000). As well as the Garson and Moses pieces mentioned above, this sampling of contemporary thinking on The Mayor includes J. Hillis Miller, ‘The Mayor of Casterbridge, the Persistance of the Past, and the Dance of Desire’, pp. 21–30; Bruce Johnson, ‘The Mayor of Casterbridge’, pp. 31–9; Tess O’Toole, ‘Fictitious Families’, pp. 40–47; Simon Gatrell, ‘The Mayor of Casterbridge: The Fate of Michael Henchard’s Character’, pp. 48–79; Robert Langbaum, ‘The Minimization of Sexuality’, pp. 116–31; and Joe Fisher, ‘The Mayor of Casterbridge: Made of Money’, pp. 132–52. Added to these is a new essay by Wolfreys himself, ‘Haunting Casterbridge or “the persistence of unforeseen” ’, pp. 153–69. This collection offers what is now possibly the best single-volume sampling of key ways of approaching The Mayor of Casterbridge.

For many years, biographical scholarship on Hardy advanced with the help, or perhaps in the shadow, of his disguised autobiography, published under the name of Florence Emily Hardy, his second wife, in two volumes: The Early Life of Thomas Hardy (London: Macmillan, 1928) and The Later Years of Thomas Hardy (London: Macmillan, 1930). This is now available in a form that restores Hardy’s original intentions for it before the excisions made by Florence and her advisers. Edited by Michael Millgate, it is published as The Life and Work of Thomas Hardy (London: Macmillan, 1985). Millgate is also the author of what is by far the most reliable and meticulously researched biography: Thomas Hardy: A Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982). Complementing these are the seven volumes of Collected Letters, ed. Michael Millgate and Richard Little Purdy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978–88). The Oxford Reader’s Companion to Hardy, ed. Norman Page (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), is an invaluable source of information on all aspects of Hardy’s life and works.

Information about relevant published Hardy notebooks and about material on the textual evolution of The Mayor of Casterbridge can be found in the Notes and in A Note on the Text respectively. The standard bibliography on Hardy’s own works is Richard Little Purdy, Thomas Hardy: A Bibliographical Study (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1954, 1968). For a sampling of reviews contemporaneous with the first publication of Hardy’s works, see R. G. Cox, ed., Thomas Hardy: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1970).






A NOTE ON THE HISTORY OF THE TEXT

This edition of The Mayor of Casterbridge is based upon the text of the first English edition in book form, published in two volumes by Smith, Elder on 10 May 1886. The novel that English readers then saw, and with minor changes continued to see in the single-volume edition issued by Sampson Low in 1887, differed substantially from the first American book edition, published at the end of May 1886 by Henry Holt in his Leisure Hour series. Both, in turn, differed from the English and American serials (themselves showing minor variations between each other, primarily as a result of space constraints in the American version), published simultaneously in the Graphic and Harper’s Weekly between 2 January and 15 May 1886. One distinction between the two earliest book versions was particularly striking. It was not until 1895, when Osgood, McIlvaine published The Mayor of Casterbridge as the third volume in their collected Wessex Novels edition, that Hardy restored in England the longer penultimate chapter that had appeared in both the serial and the American edition. The text of the later stages of this chapter, taken for the sake of period consistency from the American first edition rather than the later collected editions, is reprinted here as Appendix I.


In its original and final forms, but not in the early English editions, Chapter XLIV has Henchard return to Casterbridge for Elizabeth-Jane’s marriage. Because of his lie to Newson about her death, she speaks harshly to him and is apparently in the process of rejecting him. In the face of her distress, and without attempting to exculpate himself, he immediately makes his final departure from Casterbridge. The deleted section contains one of Hardy’s most poignant images. Henchard brings with him a wedding gift, a caged goldfinch, and having left the cage under a bush in the garden ‘to lessen the awkwardness of his arrival’, he leaves without remembering to present it. Some days later Elizabeth-Jane discovers the bird starved to death and is told by a servant of its connection with Henchard. It is this discovery which resolves her to track him down.

The retention of this longer chapter in the American edition was the result of accident rather than design. By 11 May 1886, Holt had received Hardy’s revisions for only the first forty chapters.1 The threat of possible pirated editions precluded further delay in preparing the authorized edition, but there is every reason to suppose that had Hardy got revised copy to Holt in time, the American version would have been similarly modified. Hardy probably deleted Henchard’s return as part of the general streamlining that took place between serial and book. He was later to assert that The Mayor of Casterbridge was more damaged than any of his other novels by the demands of serialization, the need ‘to get an incident into almost every week’s part causing him in his own judgment to add events to the narrative somewhat too freely’ (Life and Work, p. 185). Part of this sensed superfluity of event may well have been the need, created by Henchard’s return for the wedding, to have him depart from Casterbridge a second time, which Hardy identified as a weakness to the same ‘good judges across the Atlantic’ who persuaded him to restore the goldfinch episode.2 But as significant in the decision may have been the desire to cast Elizabeth-Jane in a less unflattering light than her recent conduct and final rejection of Henchard had allowed. For in the serial and American book versions, Elizabeth-Jane, already aware of Newson’s survival, has been meeting him for some months without Henchard’s knowledge. The excision of both this and her harsh response to the returned Henchard absolves her not only of deception but also of any responsibility for his death.

Hardy made another important change in these last chapters for the first English book appearance, and this one he retained in subsequent editions. Originally Chapter XLII contained a scene in which Henchard observes, through a telescope, Elizabeth-Jane and Farfrae meeting and kissing on the Budmouth Road (see Chapter XLII, n. 7). Hardy deleted this from the English edition, but incorporated elements of the scene into Chapter XLIII. When Henchard looks through the telescope he sees instead the returning Newson (see Chapter XLIII, n. 3). Elizabeth-Jane subsequently tells him that she has received a mysterious letter from someone who wishes to meet her on the Budmouth Road. Thus it is only with the first English edition that Henchard’s motivation for leaving Casterbridge becomes primarily the inevitable revelation consequent upon Newson’s return, not as before a desire to remove himself before the imminent marriage of Elizabeth-Jane and Farfrae.

While the English first edition thus departed significantly in its later stages from the serial and the American first edition, the most important changes for the first forty chapters were substantially incorporated into the American edition.3 They did much to remedy Hardy’s concern with the over-eventfulness of the serial plot. Henchard and Lucetta have no longer married on the assumption that Susan is dead, and Farfrae is no longer used as a messenger to intercept Lucetta at Budmouth with news of Susan’s return (Chapter XII, nn. 8 and 12). No longer does Lucetta meet Susan while killing time between coaches in Casterbridge, nor does Henchard use Elizabeth-Jane as an intermediary in his first attempt to return Lucetta’s letters (Chapter XVIII, n. 6). As a consequence no longer do the letters take a convoluted passage from Elizabeth-Jane to Farfrae to a coach-guard and back to Farfrae again, who having failed to get them delivered to Lucetta also fails to return them to Henchard, not wanting to disturb him on the morning of Susan’s death. The removal of this implausible array of foiled good intentions also obviates the need for Farfrae himself absent-mindedly to have held on to them, through two house-removals, so that Henchard can reclaim them much later (Chapter XXXIV, n. 2). Nor does Farfrae come upon Lucetta and Henchard during their meeting at the Ring, an almost comically gratuitous ironic encounter that necessitates her playing the role of the new woman in Henchard’s life to avoid being recognized by her husband, the new man in her own life (Chapter XXXV, n. 6).

Hardy’s concern to correct what he saw as serial-generated blemishes may indicate that his early prediction to Leslie Stephen, during the monthly appearances of Far from the Madding Crowd in Cornhill, had come to pass: content in 1874 ‘merely to be considered a good hand at a serial’, by 1886 he was much more of ‘a stickler for the proper artistic balance of the completed work’ (Letters, I, 28). But the fact that The Mayor of Casterbridge originally took the form that it did is also indication that the requirements of a serial had over the years been well learned by Hardy. The manuscript’s completion as early as 17 April 1885 (Life and Work, p. 177) meant that, as with his other work for the Graphic but unlike his usual situation with periodical publication, he was not working against relentless deadlines imposed by the need to complete later stages of a novel while earlier chapters were already appearing.4 Whatever doubts he may subsequently have expressed about the serial version, Hardy shaped its more strained plot moments in full awareness of what he was doing and with plenty of time to modify anything about which he had second thoughts.

The surviving manuscript reveals some of the second thoughts he had at earlier stages of composition. It is, unfortunately, incomplete, lacking 108 pages entirely and with five others reduced to fragments. The excisions were almost certainly made by Hardy himself, before he presented the manuscript to the Dorset County Museum in November 1911, and were probably of sections copied out by his wife, Emma.5 But the surviving portion, 374 pages in all, shows many modifications. They include the changing of Henchard’s name from ‘Giles’ to ‘James’ to the final ‘Michael’ and his trade from ‘woodman’ to ‘sawyer’ to ‘stone mason’ to ‘trusser’. The initially anonymous young Scotsman evolves from ‘Alan Stansbie’ to ‘Donald Farfrae’, ‘Dawson’ becomes ‘Newson’, and ‘Kezia Littlechild’ is changed to ‘Nance Mockridge’. The naming of Abel Whittle seems to have proved particularly troublesome: ‘Lackday’, ‘Lackstraw’, ‘Small’, ‘Smallbone’ and ‘John Wringbone’ were all considered as alternatives. The marriage of Susan and Henchard was originally to have lasted five years and generated two daughters, one of whom was to stay with her father after the wife-sale – a strange impromptu arrangement which would have resulted in Susan looking almost as cavalier in her attitude to parental responsibility as Henchard himself. The relationship of Lucetta and Henchard was at first more overtly sexual and unredeemed by marriage, which was presumably introduced into the later development of the manuscript specifically with a view to the demands of serial publication: hence Hardy’s alacrity in dispensing with the marriage in the book revision, although his circumspection in dealing with the degree of physical intimacy in the relationship endured until 1895.

Some minor alterations in phrasing were made for Sampson Low’s cheap 1887 edition, including the deletion at the beginning of Chapter XV (see nn. 2 and 3) of comments about the unresponsiveness of Casterbridge young men to Elizabeth-Jane. Briefer but more devastating in effect was the addition to the final chapter of one of Farfrae’s most telling, if unwitting, self-indictments: the observation that to extend the search for Henchard overnight would ‘make a hole in a sovereign’ (see Chapter XLV, n. 9).

The reintroduction of Henchard’s return to Casterbridge for the 1895–6 Osgood, McIlvaine Wessex Novels edition was the most prominent of a large number of modifications. The authenticity of Farfrae’s dialect was improved, Hardy having benefited from the advice of his Scottish friend Sir George Douglas. This formed part of a more general relaxation into greater colloquialism, with the Dorset ‘v’ substituted for ‘f’ (e.g. ‘volks’ for ‘folks’) and ‘z’ for ‘s’ (e.g. ‘zee’ for ‘see’). Overblown phrasing was deflated: Henchard’s ‘enable us to retain’ became ‘help us to keep’ (Chapter XII, n. 13), and Solomon Longways’ ‘deprive life of fourpence’ became ‘rob life o’ fourpence’ (Chapter XVIII, n. 7). In general, contractions were used more liberally. Henchard’s expletives, however, were expanded from discreet initial letters to full transcriptions, and greater frankness was also used both in defining the nature of the Lucetta–Henchard relationship and in less veiled references to Lucetta’s pregnancy at the time of the skimmity-ride (Chapters XII, n. 11, and XL, nn. 4 and 7). It was also with this edition that actual Dorchester inn names were restored, the fictitious St Jude’s Church became the actual St Peter’s, and High Street Hall became High-Place Hall. Wessex locations generally were made more consistent with those in other novels, and even the name of a minor character was modified to avoid an apparent discrepancy with a namesake in Under the Greenwood Tree (see Chapter XIII, n. 3). Hardy also added a Preface for the first time (see Appendix II).

Relatively few changes were made for the 1912–13 Wessex Edition, most of them little more than minor refinements in phrasing, many a continuation of the tendency towards greater colloquialism in dialogue instituted in 1895. The time scheme is slightly modified. Henchard’s abstention from alcohol now lasts twenty-one years rather than twenty (Chapter II, n. 5), he tells Farfrae that he ‘lost’ his wife nineteen years earlier rather than eighteen (Chapter XII, n. 4), and he returns to Weydon-Priors twenty-five years after the wife-sale rather than twenty-two or twenty-three (Chapter XLIV, n. 1). The addition of three elegiac footnotes (Chapters IV and IX) attests to both the effect of time’s passage on Casterbridge and the increasing prominence of Hardy’s invitations to readers to associate his imaginative setting with the actual townscape of Dorchester. These revisions for the Wessex Edition were the last of any substance, modifications for the de luxe Mellstock Edition (1919–20) being limited to little more than typographical correction.



PUNCTUATION

Punctuation-theory having become a somewhat contentious topic in editorial circles, the decision made for this edition – namely to use the accidentals (punctuation, paragraphing, etc.) as well as the substantives (the words) of the Smith, Elder first edition – perhaps needs some comment.6 In part the decision was based on the editorial policy for the whole Penguin Classics edition: to offer the texts ‘as Hardy’s readers first encountered them’, which encounter included in the case of The Mayor of Casterbridge engagement with a relatively consistent Smith, Elder house-style for punctuation. This decision was further advised by the incompleteness of the obvious alternative contender, the manuscript. Use of its punctuation would therefore have necessitated, for the missing sections, incorporation of the punctuation from the relevant parts of an early published version, either the Graphic serialization or the Smith, Elder first edition itself. It was therefore more logical to use for the whole what would in any case have been adopted for the missing part.

That having been said, it is important to acknowledge that Hardy’s punctuation practice in the manuscript is significantly different from that of the first edition. In many ways it is much less consistent. In the broadest terms, comma use is considerably lighter, as is generally the case with Hardy’s manuscripts. While this may, on occasion, have signified deliberate emphasis, which compositorial normalization risked obliterating, more frequently it suggests mere casualness. Lucetta’s letter to Henchard upon her arrival to live in Casterbridge provides a representative example. In manuscript one of its sentences reads, ‘As however I did not know how you were situated, or what had happened since our separation I decided to come and establish myself here before communicating with you’ (Chapter XXII). The decision, made in every edition published in Hardy’s lifetime, to place commas around ‘however’ and to add another after ‘separation’ is surely the right one, on grounds of both grammar and cadence. Comparable examples of problematic manuscript comma use abound, and semicolons fare little better. A sentence in the next chapter reads in manuscript ‘and the son had a sweetheart on his present farm; who stood by, waiting the issue with pale lips’. Again, no edition that Hardy had any hand in felt bound by this eccentricity: all replaced the semicolon after ‘farm’ with a comma. On the same page, another errant semicolon before a capitalized ‘Oh’ was replaced by either a full stop or an exclamation mark.

Thus the manuscript evidence suggests that while some deliberate emphases may have been lost to a compositor’s standardization, in numerous other instances Hardy’s punctuation was at this stage somewhat casual – far too casual to allow an editor to place consistent reliance on the firmness of its intentions. Rather than deferring to the manuscript’s questionable and incomplete authority, this Penguin edition privileges the punctuation consistency of the first book edition proof-read by Hardy himself.
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CHAPTER I

One evening of late summer, before the present century had reached its thirtieth year, a young man and woman, the latter carrying a child, were approaching the large village of Weydon-Priors1 on foot. They were plainly but not ill clad, though the thick hoar of dust which had accumulated on their shoes and garments from an obviously long journey lent a disadvantageous shabbiness to their appearance just now.


The man was of fine figure, swarthy, and stern in aspect; and he showed in profile a facial angle so slightly inclined as to be almost perpendicular. He wore a short jacket of brown corduroy, newer than the remainder of his suit, which was a fustian waistcoat with white horn buttons, breeches of the same, tanned leggings, and a straw hat overlaid with black glazed canvas. At his back he carried by a looped strap a rush basket, from which protruded at one end the crutch of a hay-knife, a wimble for hay-bonds being also visible in the aperture.2 His measured springless walk was the walk of the skilled countryman as distinct from the desultory shamble of the general labourer; while in the turn and plant of each foot there was, further, a dogged and cynical indifference, personal to himself, showing itself even in the regularly interchanging fustian folds, now in the left leg, now in the right, as he paced along.

What was really peculiar, however, in this couple’s progress, and would have attracted the attention of any casual observer otherwise disposed to overlook them, was the perfect silence they preserved. They walked side by side in such a way as to suggest afar off the low, easy, confidential chat of people full of reciprocity; but on closer view it could be discerned that the man was reading, or pretending to read, a ballad-sheet which he kept before his eyes with some difficulty by the hand that was passed through the basket-strap. Whether this apparent cause were the real cause, or whether it were an assumed one to escape an intercourse that would have been irksome to him, nobody but himself could have said precisely; but his taciturnity was unbroken, and the woman enjoyed no society whatever from his presence. Virtually she walked the highway alone, save for the child she bore. Sometimes the man’s bent elbow almost touched her shoulder, for she kept as close to his side as was possible without actual contact; but she seemed to have no idea of taking his arm, nor he of offering it; and far from exhibiting surprise at his ignoring silence she appeared to receive it as a natural thing. If any word at all was uttered by the little group it was an occasional whisper of the woman to the child – a tiny girl in short clothes and blue boots of knitted yarn – and the murmured babble of the child in reply.

The chief – almost the only – attraction of the young woman’s face was its mobility. When she looked down sideways to the girl she became pretty, and even handsome, particularly that in the action her features caught slantwise the rays of the strongly coloured sun, which made transparencies of her eyelids and nostrils, and set fire on her lips. When she plodded on in the shade of the hedge, silently thinking, she had the hard, half-apathetic expression of one who deems anything possible at the hands of Time and Chance, except, perhaps, fair-play. The first phase was the work of Nature, the second probably of civilization.

That the man and woman were husband and wife, and the parents of the girl in arms, there could be little doubt. No other than such relationship would have accounted for the atmosphere of domesticity3 which the trio carried along with them like a nimbus as they moved down the road.

The wife mostly kept her eyes fixed ahead, though with little interest – the scene for that matter being one that might have been matched at almost any spot in any county in England at this time of the year: a road neither straight nor crooked, neither level nor hilly, bordered by hedges, trees, and other vegetation, which had entered the blackened-green stage of colour that the doomed leaves pass through on their way to dingy, and yellow, and red. The grassy margin of the bank, and the nearest hedgerow boughs, were powdered by the dust that had been stirred over them by hasty vehicles, the same dust as it lay on the road deadening their footfalls like a carpet; and this, with the aforesaid total absence of conversation, allowed every extraneous sound to be heard.

For a long time there was none, beyond the voice of a weak bird singing a trite old evening song that might doubtless have been heard on the hill at the same hour, and with the self-same trills, quavers, and breves, at any sunset of that season for centuries untold. But as they approached the village sundry distant shouts and rattles reached their ears from some elevated spot in that direction, as yet screened from view by foliage. When the outlying houses of Weydon-Priors could just be descried, the family group was met by a turnip-hoer with his hoe on his shoulder, and his dinner-bag suspended from it. The reader promptly glanced up.

“Any trade doing here?” he asked phlegmatically, designating the village in his van by a wave of the broadsheet. And thinking the labourer did not understand him, he added, “Anything in the hay-trussing line?”

The turnip-hoer had already begun shaking his head. “Why, save the man, what wisdom’s in fashion that ’a should come to Weydon for a job of that sort this time o’ year?”

“Then is there any house to let – a little small new cottage just a builded, or such like?” asked the other.

The pessimist still maintained a negative: “Pulling down is more the nater of Weydon. There were five houses cleared away last year, and three this; and the fokes nowhere to go – no, not so much as a thatched hurdle; that’s the way o’ Weydon-Priors.”

The hay-trusser, which he obviously was, nodded with some superciliousness. Looking towards the village, he continued, “There is something going on here, however, is there not?”

“Ay. ’Tis Fair-Day. Though what you hear now is little more than the clatter and scurry of getting away the money o’ children and fools, for the real business is done earlier than this. I’ve been working within sound o’t all day, but I didn’t go up – not I. ’Twas no business of mine.”

The trusser and his family proceeded on their way, and soon entered the Fair-field, which showed standing-places and pens where many hundreds of horses and sheep had been exhibited and sold in the forenoon, but were now in great part taken away. At present, as their informant had observed, but little real business remained on hand, the chief being the sale by auction of a few inferior animals, that could not otherwise be disposed of, and had been absolutely refused by the better
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PLATE I
‘“Haytrussing –?” said the turnip-hoer, who had already begun shaking his head.
“O no.”’

class of traders, who came and went early. Yet the crowd was denser now than during the morning hours, the frivolous contingent of visitors, including journeymen out for a holiday, a stray soldier or two home on furlough, village shopkeepers, and the like, having latterly flocked in; persons whose activities found a congenial field among the peep-shows, toy-stands, wax-works, inspired monsters, disinterested medical men who travelled for the public good, thimble-riggers, nick-nack vendors, and readers of Fate.


Neither of our pedestrians had much heart for these things, and they looked around for a refreshment tent among the many which dotted the down. Two, which stood nearest to them in the ochreous haze of expiring sunlight, seemed almost equally inviting. One was formed of new, milk-hued canvas, and bore red flags on its summit; it announced “Good Home-brewed Beer, Ale, and Cyder.” The other was less new; a little iron stovepipe came out of it at the back, and in front appeared the placard, “Good Furmity Sold Hear.” The man mentally weighed the two inscriptions, and inclined to the former tent.

“No – no – the other one,” said the woman. “I always like furmity; and so does Elizabeth-Jane; and so will you. It is nourishing after a long hard day.”

“I’ve never tasted it,” said the man. However, he gave way to her representations, and they entered the furmity-booth forthwith.

A rather numerous company appeared within, seated at the long narrow tables that ran down the tent on each side. At the upper end stood a stove, containing a charcoal fire, over which hung a large three-legged crock, sufficiently polished round the rim to show that it was made of bell-metal. A haggish creature of about fifty presided, in a white apron, which, as it threw an air of respectability over her as far as it extended, was made so wide as to reach nearly round her waist. She slowly stirred the contents of the pot. The dull scrape of her large spoon was audible throughout the tent as she thus kept from burning the mixture of corn in the grain, milk, raisins, currants, and what not that composes the antiquated slop in which she dealt. Vessels holding the separate ingredients stood on a white-clothed table of boards and trestles close by.

The young man and woman ordered a basin each of the mixture, steaming hot, and sat down to consume it at leisure. This was very well so far, for furmity, as the woman had said, was nourishing, and as proper a food as could be obtained within the four seas; though, to those not accustomed to it, the grains of wheat, swollen as large as lemon-pips, which floated on its surface might have a deterrent effect at first.

But there was more in that tent than met the cursory glance; and the man, with the instinct of a perverse character, scented it quickly. After a mincing attack on his bowl, he watched the hag’s proceedings from the corner of his eye, and saw the game she played. He winked to her, and passed up his basin in reply to her nod; when she took a bottle from under the table, slily measured out a quantity of its contents, and tipped the same into the man’s furmity. The liquor poured in was rum. The man as slily sent back money in payment.

He found the concoction, thus strongly laced, much more to his satisfaction than it had been in its natural state. His wife had observed the proceeding with much uneasiness, but he persuaded her to have hers laced also, and she agreed to a milder allowance after some misgiving.

The man finished his basin, and called for another, the rum being signalled for in yet stronger proportion. The effect of it was soon apparent in his manner, and his wife but too sadly perceived that in strenuously steering off the rocks of the licensed liquor-tent she had only got into Maelstrom depths4 here amongst the smugglers.

The child began to prattle impatiently, and the wife more than once said to her husband, “Michael, how about our lodging? You know we may have trouble in getting it if we don’t go soon.”

But he turned a deaf ear to these bird-like chirpings. He talked loud to the company. The child’s black eyes, after slow, round, ruminating gazes at the candles when they were lighted, fell together; then they opened, then shut again, and she slept.

At the end of the first basin the man had risen to serenity. At the second he was jovial; at the third argumentative. At the fourth, the points signified by the shape of his face, the occasional clench of his mouth, and the fiery spark of his dark eye, began to tell in his conduct; he was overbearing – even brilliantly quarrelsome.

The conversation took a high turn, as it often does on such occasions. The ruin of good men by bad wives, and, more particularly, the frustration of many a promising youth’s high aims and hopes, and the extinction of his energies, by an early imprudent marriage, was the theme.

“I did for myself that way thoroughly,” said the trusser, with a contemplative bitterness that was well-nigh resentful. “I married at eighteen, like a fool that I was; and this is the consequence o’t.” He pointed at himself and family with a wave of the hand intended to bring out the penuriousness of the exhibition.

The young woman his wife, who seemed accustomed to such remarks, acted as if she did not hear them, and continued her intermittent private words on tender trifles to the sleeping and waking child, who was just big enough to be placed for a moment on the bench beside her when she wished to ease her arms. The man continued:

“I haven’t more than fifteen shillings in the world, and yet I am a good experienced hand in my line. I’d challenge England to beat me in the fodder business; and if I were a free man again I’d be worth a thousand pound before I’d done o’t. But a fellow never knows these little things till all chance of acting upon ’em is past.”

The auctioneer selling the old horses in the field outside could be heard saying, “Now this is the last lot – now who’ll take the last lot for a song? Shall I say forty shillings? ’Tis a very promising broodmare, a trifle over five years old, and nothing the matter with the hoss at all, except that she’s a little holler in the back and had her left eye knocked out by the kick of another, her own sister, coming along the road.”

“For my part I don’t see why men who have got wives, and don’t want ’em, shouldn’t get rid of ’em as these gipsy fellows do their old horses,” said the man in the tent. “Why shouldn’t they put ’em up and sell ’em by auction to men who are in want of such articles? Hey? Why, begad, I’d sell mine this minute, if anybody would buy her!”

“There’s them that would do that,” some of the guests replied, looking at the woman, who was by no means ill-favoured.

“True,” said a smoking gentleman, whose coat had the fine polish about the collar, elbows, seams, and shoulder-blades that long-continued friction with oily surfaces will produce, and which is usually more desired on furniture than on clothes. From his appearance he had possibly been in former time groom or coachman to some neighbouring county family. “I’ve had my breedings in as good circles, I may say, as any man,” he added, “and I know true cultivation, or nobody do; and I can declare she’s got it – in the bone, mind ye, I say – as much as any female in the fair – though it may want a little bringing out.” Then, crossing his legs, he resumed his pipe with a nicely adjusted gaze at a point in the air.

The fuddled young husband stared for a few seconds at this unexpected praise of his wife, half in doubt of the wisdom of his own attitude towards the possessor of such qualities. But he speedily lapsed into his former conviction, and said harshly:

“Well, then, now is your chance; I am open to an offer for this gem of creation.”

She turned to her husband and murmured, “Michael, you have talked this nonsense in public places before. A joke is a joke, but you may make it once too often, mind!”

“I know I’ve said it before; I meant it. All I want is a buyer.”

At the moment a swallow, one among the last of the season, which had by chance found its way through an opening into the upper part of the tent, flew to and fro in quick curves above their heads, causing all eyes to follow it absently. In watching the bird till it made its escape the assembled company neglected to respond to the workman’s offer, and the subject dropped.

But a quarter of an hour later the man, who had gone on lacing his furmity more and more heavily, though he was either so strong-minded or such an intrepid toper that he still appeared fairly sober, recurred to the old strain, as in a musical fantasy the instrument fetches up the original theme. “Here – I am waiting to know about this offer of mine. The woman is no good to me. Who’ll have her?”

The company had by this time decidedly degenerated, and the renewed inquiry was received with a laugh of appreciation. The woman whispered; she was imploring and anxious: “Come, come, it is getting dark, and this nonsense won’t do. If you don’t come along I shall go without you. Come!”

She waited and waited; yet he did not move. In ten minutes the man broke in upon the desultory conversation of the furmity drinkers with, “I asked this question, and nobody answered to ’t. Will any Jack Rag or Tom Straw5 among ye buy my goods?”

The woman’s manner changed, and her face assumed the grim shape and colour of which mention has been made.

“Mike, Mike,” said she; “this is getting serious. Oh – too serious!”

“Will anybody buy her?” said the man.

“I wish somebody would,” said she firmly. “Her present owner is not at all to her liking!”

“Nor you to mine,” said he. “So we are agreed about that. Gentlemen, you hear? It’s an agreement to part. She shall take the girl6 if she wants to, and go her ways. I’ll take my tools, and go my ways. ’Tis simple as Scripture history.7 Now then, stand up, Susan, and show yourself.”

“Don’t, my chiel,” whispered a buxom staylace dealer in voluminous petticoats, who sat near the woman; “yer good man don’t know what he’s saying.”

The woman, however, did stand up. “Now, who’s auctioneer?” cried the hay-trusser.

“I be,” promptly answered a short man, with a nose resembling a copper knob, a damp voice, and eyes like button-holes. “Who’ll make an offer for this lady?”

The woman looked on the ground, as if she maintained her position by a supreme effort of will.

“Five shillings,” said some one, at which there was a laugh.

“No insults,” said the husband. “Who’ll say a guinea?”

Nobody answered; and the female dealer in staylaces interposed.

“Behave yerself moral, good man, for Heaven’s love! Ah, what a cruelty is the poor soul married to! Bed and board is dear at some figures, ’pon my ’vation ’tis!”

“Set it higher, auctioneer,” said the trusser.8

“Two guineas!” said the auctioneer; and no one replied.

“If they don’t take her for that, in ten seconds they’ll have to give more,” said the husband. “Very well. Now, auctioneer, add another.”

“Three guineas – going for three guineas!” said the rheumy man.

“No bid?” said the husband. “Good Lord, why she’s cost me fifty times the money, if a penny. Go on.”

“Four guineas!” cried the auctioneer.

“I’ll tell ye what – I won’t sell her for less than five,” said the husband, bringing down his fist so that the basins danced. “I’ll sell her for five guineas to any man that will pay me the money, and treat her well; and he shall have her for ever, and never hear aught o’ me. But she sha’n’t go for less. Now then – five guineas – and she’s yours. Susan, you agree?”

She bowed her head with absolute indifference.

“Five guineas,” said the auctioneer, “or she’ll be withdrawn. Do anybody give it? The last time. Yes or no?”

“Yes,” said a loud voice from the doorway.

All eyes were turned. Standing in the triangular opening which formed the door of the tent was a sailor, who, unobserved by the rest, had arrived there within the last two or three minutes. A dead silence followed his affirmation.

“You say you do?” asked the husband, staring at him.

“I say so,” replied the sailor.

“Saying is one thing, and paying is another. Where’s the money?”

The sailor hesitated a moment, looked anew at the woman, came in, unfolded a crisp piece of paper,9 and threw it down upon the table-cloth. It was a Bank-of-England note for five pounds. Upon the face of this he chinked down the shillings severally – one, two, three, four, five.

The sight of real money in full amount, in answer to a challenge for the same till then deemed slightly hypothetical, had a great effect upon the spectators. Their eyes became riveted upon the faces of the chief actors, and then upon the note, as it lay, weighted by the shillings, on the table.

Up to this moment it could not positively have been asserted that the man, in spite of his tantalizing declaration, was really in earnest. The spectators had, indeed, taken the proceedings throughout as a piece of mirthful irony carried to extremes; and had assumed that, being out of work, he was, as a consequence, out of temper with the world, and society, and his nearest kin. But with the demand and response of real cash the jovial frivolity of the scene departed. A lurid colour seemed to fill the tent, and change the aspect of all therein. The mirth-wrinkles left the listeners’ faces, and they waited with parting lips.

“Now,” said the woman, breaking the silence, so that her low dry voice sounded quite loud, “before you go further, Michael,10 listen to me. If you touch that money, I and this girl go with the man. Mind, it is a joke no longer.”

“A joke? – Of course it is not a joke!” shouted her husband, his resentment rising at her suggestion. “I take the money: the sailor takes you. That’s plain enough. It has been done elsewhere – and why not here?”11

“’Tis quite on the understanding that the young woman is willing,” said the sailor, blandly. “I wouldn’t hurt her feelings for the world.”

“Faith, nor I,” said her husband. “But she is willing, provided she can have the child. She said so only the other day when I talked o’t!”

“That you swear?” said the sailor to her.

“I do,” said she, after glancing at her husband’s face and seeing no repentance there.

“Very well, she shall have the child, and the bargain’s complete,” said the trusser. He took the sailor’s note and deliberately folded it, and put it with the shillings in a high remote pocket with an air of finality.

The sailor looked at the woman and smiled. “Come along!” he said, kindly. “The little one, too – the more the merrier!” She paused for an instant, with a close glance at him. Then dropping her eyes again, and saying nothing, she took up the child and followed him as he made towards the door. On reaching it, she turned, and pulling off her wedding-ring flung it across the room12 in the hay-trusser’s face.

“Mike,” she said, “I’ve lived with thee a couple13 of years and had nothing but temper! Now I’m no more to you; I’ll try my luck elsewhere. ’Twill be better for me and the child, both.14 So good-bye.”

Seizing the sailor’s arm with her right hand, and mounting the little girl on her left, she went out of the tent, sobbing bitterly, and apparently without a thought that she was not strictly bound to go with the man who had paid for her.15

A stolid look of concern filled the husband’s face, as if, after all, he had not quite anticipated this ending; and some of the guests laughed.

“Is she gone?” he said.

“Faith, ay; she gone clane enough,” said some rustics near the door.

He rose and walked to the entrance with the careful tread of one conscious of his alcoholic load. Some others followed, and they stood looking into the twilight. The difference between the peacefulness of inferior nature and the wilful hostilities of mankind was very apparent at this place. In contrast with the harshness of the act just ended within the tent was the sight of several horses crossing their necks and rubbing each other lovingly as they waited in patience to be harnessed for the homeward journey. Outside the fair, in the valleys and woods, all was quiet. The sun had recently set, and the west heaven was hung with rosy cloud, which seemed permanent, yet slowly changed. To watch it was like looking at some grand feat of stagery from a darkened auditorium. In presence of this scene, after the other, there was a natural instinct to abjure man as the blot on an otherwise kindly universe; till it was remembered that all terrestrial conditions were intermittent, and that mankind might some night be innocently sleeping when these quiet objects were raging loud.

“Where do the sailor live?” asked a spectator, when they had vainly gazed around.

“God knows that,” replied the man who had seen high life. “He’s without doubt a stranger here.”

“He came in about five minutes ago,” said the furmity woman, joining the rest with her hands on her hips. “And then ’a stepped back, and then ’a looked in again. I’m not a penny the better for him.”

“Serves the husband well be-right,” said the staylace vendor. “A comely respectable body like her – what can a man want more? I glory in the woman’s sperrit. I’d ha’ done it myself – od send if I wouldn’t, if a husband had behaved so to me! I’d go, and ’a might call, and call, till his keacorn was raw; but I’d never come back – no, not till the great trumpet,16 would I.”

“Well, the woman will be better off,” said another of a more deliberative turn. “For seafaring naters be very good shelter for shorn lambs, and the man do seem to have plenty of money, which is what she’s not been used to lately, by all showings.”

“Mark me – I’ll not go after her!”17 said the trusser, returning doggedly to his seat. “Let her go. If she’s up to such vagaries she must suffer for ’em. She’d no business to take the maid – ’tis my maid; and if it were the doing again she shouldn’t have her!”

Perhaps from some little sense of having countenanced an indefensible proceeding, perhaps because it was late, the customers thinned away from the tent shortly after this episode. The man stretched his elbows forward on the table, leant his face upon his arms, and soon began to snore. The furmity-seller decided to close for the night, and after seeing the rum-bottles, milk, corn, raisins, &c., that remained on hand, loaded into the cart, came to where the man reclined. She shook him; but could not wake him. As the tent was not to be struck that night, the fair continuing for two or three days, she decided to let the sleeper, who was obviously no tramp, stay where he was, and his basket with him. Extinguishing the last candle, and lowering the flap of the tent, she left it, and drove away.




CHAPTER II

The morning sun was streaming through the crevices of the canvas when the man awoke. A warm glow pervaded the whole atmosphere of the marquee, and a single big blue fly buzzed musically round and round it. Besides the buzz of the fly there was not a sound. He looked about – at the benches – at the table supported by trestles – at his basket of tools – at the stove where the furmity had been boiled – at the empty basins – at some shed grains of wheat – at the corks which dotted the grassy floor. Among the odds and ends he discerned a little shining object, and picked it up. It was his wife’s ring.


A confused picture of the events of the previous evening seemed to come back to him, and he thrust his hand into his coat pocket. A rustling revealed the sailor’s bank-note thrust carelessly in.

This second verification of his dim memories was enough; he knew now they were not dreams. He remained seated, looking on the ground for some time. “I must get out of this as soon as I can,” he said deliberately at last, with the air of one who could not catch his thoughts without pronouncing them. “She’s gone – to be sure she is – gone with that sailor who bought her, and little Elizabeth-Jane. We walked here, and I had the furmity, and rum in it – and sold her. Yes, that’s what’s happened, and here am I. Now, what am I to do – am I sober enough to walk, I wonder?” He stood up, found that he was in fairly good condition for progress, unencumbered. Next he shouldered his tool basket, and found he could carry it. Then lifting the tent door he emerged into the open air.

Here the man looked around with gloomy curiosity. The freshness of the September morning inspired and braced him as he stood. He and his family had been weary when they arrived the night before, and they had observed but little of the place; so that he now beheld it as a new thing. It exhibited itself as the top of an open down, bounded on one extreme by a plantation, and approached by a winding road. At the bottom stood the village which lent its name to the upland, and the annual fair that was held thereon. The spot stretched downward into valleys, and onward to other uplands, dotted with barrows, and trenched with the remains of prehistoric forts. The whole scene lay under the rays of a newly risen sun, which had not as yet dried a single blade of the heavily dewed grass, whereon the shadows of the yellow and red vans were projected far away, those thrown by the felloe of each wheel being elongated in shape to the orbit of a comet. All the gipsies and showmen who had remained on the ground lay snug within their carts and tents, or wrapped in horse-cloths under them, and were silent and still as death, with the exception of an occasional snore that revealed their presence. But the Seven Sleepers1 had a dog; and dogs of the mysterious breeds that vagrants own, that are as much like cats as dogs, and as much like foxes as cats, also lay about here. A little one started up under one of the carts, barked as a matter of principle, and quickly lay down again. He was the only positive spectator of the hay-trusser’s exit from the Weydon fairfield.

This seemed to accord with his desire. He went on in silent thought, unheeding the yellow-hammers which flitted about the hedges with straws in their bills, the crowns of the mushrooms, and the tinkling of local sheep-bells, whose wearers had had the good fortune not to be included in the fair. When he reached a lane, a good mile from the scene of the previous evening, the man pitched his basket, and leant upon a gate. A difficult problem or two occupied his mind.

“Did I tell my name to anybody last night, or didn’t I tell my name?” he said to himself; and at last concluded that he did not. His general demeanour was enough to show how he was surprised and nettled that his wife had taken him so literally – as much could be seen in his face, and in the way he nibbled a straw which he pulled from the hedge. He knew that she must have been somewhat excited to do this; moreover, she must have believed in the binding force of the transaction. On this latter point he felt quite certain, knowing her freedom from levity of character, and the extreme simplicity of her intellect.2 There may have been a little recklessness beneath her ordinary placidity.3 On a previous occasion when he had declared during a fuddle that he would dispose of her as he had done, she had declared that she should not hear him say that many times more before it happened, in the resigned tones of a fatalist.… . “Yet she knows I am not in my senses when I do that!” he exclaimed. “Well, I must walk about till I find her.… . Seize her, why didn’t she know better than bring me into this disgrace!” he roared out. “She wasn’t queer if I was. ’Tis like Susan to show such idiotic simplicity. Meek – that meekness has done me more harm than the bitterest temper!”

When he was calmer, he returned to his original conviction that he must somehow find her and his little Elizabeth-Jane, and put up with the shame as best he could. It was of his own making, and he ought to bear it. But first he resolved to register an oath, a greater oath than he had ever sworn before: and to do it properly he required a fit place and imagery; for there was something fetichistic4 in this man’s beliefs.

He shouldered his basket and moved on, casting his eyes inquisitively round upon the landscape as he walked, and at the distance of three or four miles perceived the roofs of a village and the tower of a church. He instantly made towards the latter object. The village was quite still, it being that motionless hour of rustic daily life which fills the interval between the departure of the field labourers to their work, and the rising of their wives and daughters to prepare the breakfast for their return. Hence he reached the church without observation, and the door being only latched he entered. The hay-trusser deposited his basket by the font, went up the nave till he reached the altar-rails, and opening the gate entered the sacrarium, where he seemed to feel a sense of the strangeness for a moment, then knelt upon the foot-pace. Dropping his head upon the clamped book which lay on the Communion table, he said aloud:

“I, Michael Henchard, on this morning of the sixteenth of September, do take an oath here in this solemn place that I will avoid all strong liquors for the space of twenty5 years to come, being a year for every year that I have lived. And this I swear upon the Book before me; and may I be stricken dumb, blind, and helpless if I break this my oath.”

When he had said it and kissed the big book, the hay-trusser arose, and seemed relieved at having made a start in a new direction. While standing in the porch a moment, he saw a thick jet of wood-smoke suddenly start up from the red chimney of a cottage near, and knew that the occupant had just lit her fire. He went round to the door, and the housewife agreed to prepare him some breakfast for a trifling payment, which was done. Then he started on the search for his wife and child.

The tantalizing6 nature of the undertaking became apparent soon enough. Though he examined and inquired, and walked hither and thither day after day, no such characters as those he described had anywhere been seen since the evening of the fair. To add to the difficulty he could gain no sound of the sailor’s name. As money was short with him he decided, after some hesitation, to spend the sailor’s money in the prosecution of this search; but it was equally in vain. The truth was that a certain shyness of revealing his conduct prevented Michael Henchard from following up the investigation with the loud hue-and-cry such a pursuit demanded to render it effectual; and it was probably for this reason that he obtained no clue, though everything was done by him that did not involve an explanation of the circumstances under which he had lost her.

Weeks counted up to months and still he searched on, maintaining himself by small jobs of work in the intervals. By this time he had arrived at a western seaport, and there he derived intelligence that persons answering somewhat to his description had emigrated a little time before. Then he said he would search no longer, and that he would go and settle in the district which he had had for some time in his mind. Next day he started, journeying southward,7 and did not pause till he reached the town of Casterbridge, more than a hundred miles off.8




CHAPTER III

The high road into the village of Weydon-Priors was again carpeted with dust. The trees had put on as of yore their aspect of dingy green, and where the Henchard family of three had once walked along, two persons not unconnected with that family walked now.


The scene in its broad aspect had so much of its previous character, even to the voices and rattle from the neighbouring village down, that it might for that matter have been the afternoon following the previously recorded episode. Change was only to be observed in details; but here it was obvious that a long procession of years had passed by. One of the two who walked the road was she who had figured as the young wife of Henchard on the previous occasion; now her face had lost much of its rotundity; her skin had undergone a textural change; and though her hair had not lost colour, it was considerably thinner than heretofore. She was dressed in the mourning clothes of a widow. Her companion, also in black, appeared as a well-formed young woman of eighteen,1 completely possessed of that ephemeral precious essence, youth, which is itself beauty, irrespective of complexion or contour.

A glance was sufficient to inform the eye that this was Susan Henchard’s grown-up daughter. While life’s middle summer had set its hardening mark on the mother’s face, her former spring-like specialities were transferred so dexterously by Time to the second figure, her child, that the absence of certain facts within her mother’s knowledge from the girl’s mind would have seemed for the moment, to one reflecting on those facts, to be a curious imperfection in Nature’s powers of continuity.

They walked with joined hands, and it could be perceived that this was the act of simple affection. The daughter carried in her outer hand a withy basket of old-fashioned make; the mother a blue bundle, which contrasted oddly with her black stuff gown.

Reaching the outskirts of the village they pursued the same track as formerly, and ascended to the fair. Here, too, it was evident that the years had told. Certain mechanical improvements might have been noticed in the roundabouts and highfliers, machines for testing rustic strength and weight, and in the erections devoted to shooting for nuts. But the real business of the fair had considerably dwindled. The new periodical great markets of neighbouring towns were beginning to interfere seriously with the trade carried on here for centuries. The pens for sheep, the tie-ropes for horses, were about half as long as they had been. The stalls of tailors, hosiers, coopers, linen-drapers, and other such trades had almost disappeared, and the vehicles were far less numerous. The mother and daughter threaded the crowd for some little distance, and then stood still.

“Why did we hinder our time by coming in here? I thought you wished to get onward?” said the maiden.

“Yes, my dear Elizabeth-Jane,” explained the other. “But I had a fancy for looking up here.”

“Why?”

“It was here I first met with Newson – on such a day as this.”

“First met with father here? Yes, you have told me so before. And now he’s drowned and gone from us!” As she spoke the girl drew a card from her pocket and looked at it with a sigh. It was edged with black, and inscribed within a design resembling a mural tablet were the words, “In affectionate memory of Richard Newson, mariner, who was unfortunately lost at sea, in the month of November,2 184—, aged 41 years.”

“And it was here,” continued her mother, with more hesitation, “that I last saw the relative we are going to look for – Mr. Michael Henchard.”

“What is his exact relation to us, mother? I have never clearly had it told me.”

“He is, or was – for he may be dead – a relation by marriage,” said her mother, deliberately.

“That’s exactly what you have said a score of times before!” replied the young woman, looking about her inattentively. “He’s not a near relation, I suppose?”

“Not by any means.”

“He was a hay-trusser, wasn’t he, when you last heard of him?”

“He was.”

“I suppose he never knew me?”3 the girl innocently continued.

Mrs. Henchard paused for a moment, and answered uneasily, “Of course not, Elizabeth-Jane. But come this way.” She moved on to another part of the field.

“It is not much use inquiring here for anybody, I should think,” the daughter observed, as she gazed round about. “People at fairs change like the leaves of trees; and I dare say you are the only one here to-day who was here all those years ago.”

“I am not so sure of that,” said Mrs. Newson, as she now called herself,4 keenly eyeing something under a green bank a little way off. “See there.”

The daughter looked in the direction signified. The object pointed out was a tripod of sticks stuck into the earth, from which hung a three-legged crock, kept hot by a smouldering wood fire beneath. Over the pot stooped an old woman, haggard, wrinkled, and almost in rags. She stirred the contents of the pot with a large spoon, and occasionally croaked in a broken voice, “Good furmity sold here!”

It was indeed the former mistress of the furmity-tent – once thriving, cleanly, white-aproned, and chinking with money – now tentless, dirty, owning no tables or benches, and having scarce any customers except two small whitey-brown boys, who came up and asked for “A ha’p’orth please – good measure,” which she served in a couple of chipped yellow basins of commonest clay.

“She was here at that time,” resumed Mrs. Newson, making a step as if to draw nearer.

“Don’t speak to her – it isn’t respectable!” urged the other.

“I will just say a word – you, Elizabeth-Jane, can stay here.”

The girl was not loth, and turned to some stalls of coloured prints while her mother went forward. The old woman begged for the latter’s custom as soon as she saw her, and responded to Mrs. Henchard-Newson’s request for a pennyworth with more alacrity than she had shown in selling sixpennyworths in her younger days. When the soi-disant widow had taken the basin of thin poor slop that stood for the rich concoction of the former time, the hag opened a little basket behind the fire, and, looking up slyly, whispered, “Just a thought o’ rum in it? – smuggled, you know – say two penn’orth – ’twill make it slip down like cordial.”

Her customer smiled bitterly at this survival of the old trick, and shook her head with a meaning the old woman was far from translating. She pretended to eat a little of the furmity with the leaden spoon offered, and as she did so said blandly to the hag, “You’ve seen better days?”

“Ah, ma’am – well ye may say it!” responded the old woman, opening the sluices of her heart forthwith. “I’ve stood in this fair-ground, maid, wife, and widow, these nine-and-thirty year, and in that time have known what it was to do business with the richest stomachs in the land! Ma’am, you’d hardly believe that I was once the owner of a great pavilion-tent that was the attraction of the fair. Nobody could come, nobody could go, without having a dish of Mrs. Goodenough’s furmity. I knew the clergy’s taste, the dandy gent’s taste; I knew the town’s taste, the country’s taste. I even knowed the taste of the coarse shameless5 females. But seize my life6 – the world’s no memory; straightforward dealings don’t bring profit – ’tis the sly and the underhand that get on in these times!”

Mrs. Newson glanced round – her daughter was still bending over the distant stalls. “Can you call to mind,” she said cautiously to the old woman, “the sale of a wife by her husband in your tent eighteen years ago to-day?”

The hag reflected, and half shook her head. “If it had been a big thing I should have minded it in a moment,” she said. “I can mind every serious fight o’ married parties, every murder, every manslaughter, even every pocket-picking – leastwise large ones – that ’t has been my lot to witness. But a selling? Was it done quiet-like?”

“Well, yes. I think so.”
 
The furmity-woman half shook her head again. “And yet,” she said,



 

[image: image]

PLATE II
‘The hag opened a little basket behind the fire, and, looking up slily,
whispered, “Just a thought o’ rum in it?” ’

“I do. At any rate I can mind a man doing something o’ the sort – a man in a cord jacket, with a basket of tools; but, Lord bless ye, we don’t gie it head-room, we don’t, such as that. The only reason why I can mind the man is that he came back here to the next year’s fair, and told me quite private-like that if a woman ever asked for him I was to say he had gone to – where? – Casterbridge – yes – to Casterbridge, said he. But, Lord’s my life, I shouldn’t ha’ thought of it again!”


Mrs. Newson would have rewarded the old woman as far as her small means afforded, had she not discreetly borne in mind that it was by that unscrupulous person’s liquor her husband had been degraded. She briefly thanked her informant, and rejoined Elizabeth, who greeted her with, “Mother, do let’s go on – it was hardly respectable for you to buy refreshments there. I see none but the lowest do.”

“I have learned what I wanted, however,” said her mother, quietly. “The last time our relative visited this fair he said he was living at Casterbridge. It is a long, long way from here, and it was many years ago that he said it; but there I think we’ll go.”

With this they descended out of the fair, and went onward to the village, where they obtained a night’s lodging.
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