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FROM THE PAGES OF 
THE MAYOR OF CASTERBRIDGE

She had the hard, half-apathetic expression of one who deems anything possible at the hands of Time and Chance except, perhaps, fair play.

(page 6)

 

“Before you go further, Michael, listen to me. If you touch that money, I and this girl go with the man. Mind, it is a joke no longer.”

(page 14)

 

“That meekness has done me more harm than the bitterest temper!”

(page 18)

 

To birds of the more soaring kind Casterbridge must have appeared on this fine evening as a mosaic-work of subdued reds, browns, greys, and crystals, held together by a rectangular frame of deep green. To the level eye of humanity it stood as an indistinct mass behind a dense stockade of limes and chestnuts, set in the midst of miles of rotund down and concave field. The mass became gradually dissected by the vision into towers, gables, chimneys, and casements, the highest glazings shining bleared and bloodshot with the coppery fire they caught from the belt of sunlit cloud in the west. (page 28)

 

“When you take away from among us the fools and the rogues, and the lammigers and the wanton hussies, and the slatterns, and such like, there’s cust few left to ornament a song with in Casterbridge, or the country round.”

(page 51 )

 

“You see now that the Mayor of Casterbridge is not so thriving in his mind as it seems he might be from the state of his pocket.” (page 77)

 

Altogether the time was an exciting one; sex had never before asserted itself in her so strongly, for in former days she had perhaps been too impersonally human to be distinctively feminine.

(page 92)

“All her shining keys will be took from her, and her cupboards opened; and little things a’ didn’t wish seen, anybody will see; and her wishes and ways will all be as nothing!”

(page 114)

 

He was the kind of man to whom some human object for pouring out his heat upon—were it emotive or were it choleric—was almost a necessity.

(page 117)

 

“It is not by what is, in this life, but by what appears, that you are judged.”

(page 166)

 

It was hardly in human nature to keep the eyes averted when the door slammed.

(page 211 )

 

His quality was such that he could have annihilated them both in the heat of action; but to accomplish the deed by oral poison was beyond the nerve of his enmity

(page 229)

 

“ ‘Tis not our greatest doings that the world gets wind of.”

(page 238)

 

“Who is such a reprobate as I! And yet it seems that even I be in Somebody’s hand!” (page 275)

 

He had no wish to make an arena a second time of a world that had become a mere painted scene to him.

(page 293)

 

“I’ll never trouble [image: 004][image: 004]ee again, Elizabeth-Jane—no, not to my dying day!”

(page 300)
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THOMAS HARDY

Thomas Hardy was born on June 2, 1840, in the village of Higher Bockhampton, near Dorchester, a market town in the county of Dorset. Hardy would spend much of his life in his native region, transforming its rural landscapes into his fictional Wessex. Hardy’s mother, Jemima, inspired him with a taste for literature, while his stonemason father, Thomas, shared with him a love of architecture and music (the two played the fiddle in the parish choir and at local dances). As a boy Hardy read widely in the popular fiction of the day including the novels of Scott, Dumas, Dickens, W Harrison Ainsworth, and G. P. R. James, and in the poetry of Scott, Wordsworth, Byron, Shelley, Keats, and others. Strongly influenced by the Bible and the liturgy of the Anglican Church in his youth, Hardy later contemplated a career in the ministry; but his assimilation of the new theories of Darwinian evolutionism eventually made him an agnostic and a severe critic of the limitations of traditional religion.

Although Hardy was a gifted student at the local schools he attended as a boy for eight years, his lower-class social origins limited his further educational opportunities. At sixteen he was apprenticed to the architect James Hicks in Dorchester and began an architectural career primarily focused on the restoration of churches. In Dorchester Hardy was also befriended by Horace Moule, eight years Hardy’s senior, who acted as an intellectual mentor and literary advisor throughout his youth and early adulthood. From 1862 to 1867 Hardy worked in London for the distinguished architect Arthur Blomfield, but he continued to study—literature, art, philosophy, science, history, the classics—and to write, first poetry and then fiction.

By the early 1870s Hardy’s first two published novels, Desperate Remedies and Under the Greenwood Tree, appeared to little acclaim or sales. With his third novel, A Pair of Blue Eyes, he began the practice of serializing his fiction in magazines prior to book publication, a method that he would utilize throughout his career as a novelist. In 1874, the year of his marriage to Emma Gifford of St. Juliot, Cornwall, Hardy enjoyed his first significant commercial and critical success with the book publication  of Far from the Madding Crowd after its serialization in the Cornhill Magazine. Hardy and his wife lived in several locations in London, Dorset, and Somerset before settling in southwest London for three years in 1878. During the late 1870s and early 1880s Hardy published  The Return of the Native, The Trumpet-Major, A Laodicean, and Two on a Tower while consolidating his place as a leading contemporary English novelist. He would also eventually produce four volumes of short stories: Wessex Tales, A Group of Noble Dames, Life’s Little Ironies, and A Changed Man and Other Tales.

In 1883 Hardy and his wife moved back to Dorchester where Hardy wrote The Mayor of Casterbridge, set in a fictionalized version of Dorchester, and went on to design and construct a permanent home for himself, named Max Gate, completed in 1885. In the later 1880s and early 1890s Hardy wrote three of his greatest novels, TheWoodlanders, Tess of the d’[image: 004]Urbervilles, and Jude the Obscure, all of them notable for their remarkable tragic power. The latter two novels were both initially published as magazine serials in which potentially objectionable moral and religious content was removed by the author, only to be restored in book publication; both novels nevertheless aroused public controversy for their criticisms of Victorian sexual and religious mores. The appearance of Jude the Obscure in 1895 in particular precipitated harsh attacks on Hardy’s alleged pessimism and immorality, contributing to his decision to abandon the writing of fiction after the appearance of his last-published novel, The Well-Beloved.

In the later 1890s Hardy returned to the writing of poetry that he had abandoned for fiction thirty years earlier. Wessex Poems appeared in 1898, followed by several volumes of poetry at regular intervals over the next three decades. Between 1904 and 1908 Hardy published a three-part epic verse drama, The Dynasts, based on the Napoleonic Wars of the early nineteenth century. Following the death of his first wife in 1912 Hardy married his literary secretary Florence Dugdale in 1914. Receiving a variety of public honors in the last two decades of his life, Hardy continued to publish poems until his death at Max Gate on January 11, 1928. His ashes were interred in the Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey in London and his heart in Stinsford outside Dorchester. Regarded as one of England’s greatest authors in both fiction and poetry, Hardy has inspired such notable twentieth-century writers as Marcel Proust, John Cowper Powys, D. H. Lawrence, Theodore Dreiser, and John Fowles.




THE WORLD OF THOMAS HARDY AND THE MAYOR OF CASTERBRIDGE



	1840	The eldest of four children, Thomas Hardy is born on June 2 in Higher Bockhampton, near Dorchester in the county of Dorset. His father, Thomas, is a master stonemason, and his mother, Jemima, teaches her son to read at an early age. Hardy’s frail health prevents him from entering the village school until age eight.
	1848	Hardy enters the village school, where he soon surpasses the other students. He reads Samuel Johnson, John Dryden, and William Shakespeare, among others, and develops a love of education that will persist throughout his lifetime. He cultivates his love of music, playing the fiddle with his father in the parish choir.
	1850	Jemima enrolls her son in a school in Dorchester, where he studies for the next six years.
	1856	After helping his father design renovations for a country church, Hardy is awarded an apprenticeship to the Dorchester architect John Hicks. Disappointed at not having the means to attend Oxford or Cambridge, he studies Greek and other subjects in his free time and develops a close friendship with Horace Moule, a vicar’s son who becomes his mentor.
	1862	Hardy leaves Dorset to work for a prominent architect, Arthur Blomfield, in London. He finds time to nurture his creative writing but fails in attempts to publish his poetry. He visits museums and plays, takes French lessons, and attends a reading by Charles Dickens.
	1863	Hardy becomes engaged to Eliza Nicholls. He is awarded an essay prize by the Royal Institute of Architects.
	1865	Hardy’s first published essay, “How I Built Myself a House,” appears in the Dorchester paper Chambers’s Journal. 
	1866	The engagement to Eliza Nicholls is broken off.
	1867	Failing health necessitates a return to Dorchester, where Hardy again works for John Hicks. He writes his first novel, The Poor Man and the Lady (authored by “the Poor Man”).
	1869	The Poor Man and the Lady is rejected for publication. Hardy takes a position in Weymouth as an architect specializing in church restoration.
	1870	Hardy meets his future wife, Emma Lavinia Gifford, while on a trip to Cornwall.
	1871	Tinsley Brothers publishes the novel Desperate Remedies at Hardy’s expense.
	1872	Hardy moves back to London, where he creates architectural plans for schools. Emma’s father refuses to allow Hardy to marry her. Hardy publishes Under the Greenwood Tree with Tinsley; another novel, A Pair of Blue Eyes, is serialized in Tinsley’s Magazine  and the New York Tribune. 
	1873	Hardy is devastated by the suicide of his close friend Horace Moule.
	1874	Far from the Madding Crowd, Hardy’s first commercially successful novel, appears. Hardy and Emma marry. Over the next several years the two move many times between London and Dorset, and travel abroad.
	1878	The Return of the Native, another novel, appears.
	1880	The Trumpet Major, a novel, is published. Hardy suffers from internal hemorrhaging and is confined to bed for many months. During this time, he dictates a novel, A Laodicean, to his wife.
	1885	Hardy moves into Max Gate, the home he and Emma have designed and built near the city of Dorchester. He will write some of his greatest novels here.
	1886	Another novel, The Mayor of Casterbridge, is published (Caster- bridge is Hardy’s name for Dorchester).
	1888	Wessex Tales, Hardy’s first collection of short stories, is published .
	1891	Tess of the d’Urbervilles appears after being severely edited by the publisher. The novel raises a storm of controversy for its treatment of marriage and religion. Many praise Hardy as England’s greatest novelist.
	1892	Hardy’s father dies.
	1893	On a trip to Dublin, Hardy meets Florence Henniker, with whom he has a relationship. Marital troubles between Hardy and Emma are ongoing.
	1895	Jude the Obscure appears after it is serialized in Harper’s New Monthly 
		Magazine as The Simpletons and Enduring Hearts. Like Tess, Jude is highly controversial. It is Hardy’s last novel, and he turns to poetry.
	1904	Hardy’s mother dies.
	1912	Emma Hardy dies, inspiring the highly personal “Poems of 1912-13.”
	1914	Hardy marries his longtime secretary, Florence Dugdale. The onset of World War I causes Hardy intense sadness and disilusionmentl .
	1919	Collected Poems is published.
	1920	Hardy is celebrated in England and abroad on his eightieth birthday.
	1928	Hardy dies of a heart attack on January 11 at Max Gate. His ashes are placed in the Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey in London; his heart is buried next to the remains of his first wife, Emma, in Stinsford.









INTRODUCTION

The Mayor of Casterbridge is a consistently wilder and stranger book than its status as a late-Victorian secondary school classic would suggest. It was completed in 1886, in the middle of Thomas Hardy’s greatest period as a novelist. Far From the Madding Crowd (1 874) and The Return of the Native (1878) had appeared during the previous decade; The  Woodlanders (1887), Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891), and Jude the Obscure  (1895) would all arrive in the next ten years. The advertising cliché that a writer is “at the height of his powers” was strictly true in this case, which may help explain why the novel brims over with invention, pungency, vitality, and wit. For all its darkness, it has brio to spare, making it enormously entertaining, especially for those readers attuned to its oddness and complexity, and its refusal to be pinned down to any one interpretation.

“The business of the poet and novelist is to show the sorriness underlying the grandest things, and the grandeur underlying the sorriest things,” wrote Hardy, in a note to himself while working on The  Mayor of Casterbridge. Virginia Woolf, who admired Hardy and especially this novel, called him “the greatest tragic writer among English novelists.” Certainly, the models of Greek and Shakespearian tragedy were never far from his mind. But Hardy also meant to add on to that already capacious mansion, the nineteenth-century English realist novel. One way to view The Mayor of Casterbridge, in fact, is as a contest between Hardy the would-be tragedian, who kept trying to impose a tight five-act structure on his material, and Hardy the more open-ended novelist, who kept inserting quirky narrative twists, asides, historical background, and droll minor characters, altogether conveying reality at its most waywardly robust.




The Character of Michael Henchard 

Inevitably, in analyzing this book, we must start with the novel’s protagonist, since no other Hardy novel is quite so dominated by a single character. Michael Henchard has rightly been hailed as one of the unforgettable characters in fiction. “He takes his place at once with certain towering and possessed figures of Melville, Hawthorne, and Dostoevsky,” wrote Albert Guerard (in Thomas Hardy; see “For Further Reading”). The novel’s subtitle, “The Story of a Man of Character,” is meant to lead us directly into the knot of Henchard’s personality. Some of Hardy’s contemporary critics took exception to this formulation, since Michael Henchard errs so often that he seems precisely to lack what Victorian moralists would have called “character.” However, we should remember what Hardy’s contemporary, Friedrich Nietzsche, once wryly asserted: that making the same mistake over and over was a true sign of character. In any case, Hardy clearly uses the word “character” here less as approbation than as shorthand for the set of habits, traits, and foibles that may determine a person’s destiny. To drive home that point, he even inserts in his text a quote from Novalis: “Character is Fate” (p. 109).

When we first meet Michael Henchard, he is a young, disgruntled itinerant farmhand, unemployed and saddled with a wife and child. He is also a heavy drinker, which leads him into an appalling folly: He sells his wife, Susan, and baby girl, Elizabeth-Jane, at a county fair. In his book Thomas Hardy, Irving Howe comments on the shocking but also outrageously liberating undercurrents of this act, at least for some male readers: “To shake loose from one’s wife; to discard that drooping rag of a woman, with her mute complaints and maddening passivity; to escape not by a slinking abandonment but through the public sale of her body to a stranger, as horses are sold at a fair; and thus to wrest, through sheer amoral willfulness, a second chance out of life—it is with this stroke, so insidiously attractive to male fantasy, that The Mayor of Casterbridge begins. In the entire history of European fiction there are few more brilliant openings.” Elaine Showalter, in “The Unmanning of the Mayor of Casterbridge,” has correctively pointed out that Howe and many other male critics neglect to mention an aspect of the wife-sale that is potentially much more disturbing to women readers: It included their child as well.

Awakening from his drunken stupor, he vows not to touch a drop of alcohol for the next twenty years. But he remains, as the novelist Rick Moody has shrewdly observed, “a dry drunk,” with all the unresolved inner impulses of alcoholic sentimentality and hostility,  now barely held in check by sobriety. Hardy skips over the next two decades, during which, we learn, Henchard has risen to become a wealthy, powerful grain merchant, and gotten himself elected Mayor of Casterbridge, the thriving town to which he has resettled. Initially, the sale of his family seems to have had just the sort of positive effect on the burdened Henchard that he intended. It releases his energies and talents, so that he is able to carve out a position of financial power and respect in a new place. True, he is alone, cut off from love and intimacy, but this seems to him a fair price to pay, on the whole.

When his rejected wife Susan returns and seeks him out, he remarries her, mostly out of duty and penance. After she dies, a former lover of Henchard[image: 004]s, Lucetta, arrives on the scene, and a Hardyesque romantic triangle ensues between Lucetta, Henchard, and his Scottish assistant, Donald Farfrae. Eventually the wife-sale episode of twenty years earlier comes to light by happenstance in a police court at which Henchard is presiding. “On that day—almost at that minute—he passed the ridge of prosperity and honour, and began to descend rapidly on the other side,” Hardy tells us (p. 203), with a structurally tidy sentence that diagrams all too neatly (and deceptively) the book’s narrative arc.

Summarized this way, the novel would appear to be a severe, straightforward tragedy: A man commits a shameful act in his youth, then rises to prominence, at which point the truth of his earlier misdeed surfaces, leading to his downfall. But what makes the book so much more interesting is the way the narrative keeps slipping the noose of inevitability, even as the laws of causation and retribution bear down hard. First of all, Henchard is well into his fall from grace long before his twenty-year-old error is exposed; second, he is given countless chances after this public exposure to redeem himself, which he does and does not take up; third, public opinion in Casterbridge soon forgets, or stops caring about, his old repellent act. The townsfolk have their own worries. Hardy uses them both as a Greek chorus commenting on its masters’ actions, and as a set of idiosyncratic individuals, whose debates, for instance, about whether it is appropriate to rob the pennies from a corpse’s eyelids place Henchard’s tragic scandal in a more forgiving, everyday perspective.

Henchard and Casterbridge form alternating strands of narrative tension and attention. For a while, Henchard is the town’s  “monarch,” so to speak, and he bears on his shoulders the solitudinous anxiety of a Shakespearian king. But Henchard is also lowborn, an ex-laborer, and his dilemma about how to act, his irritable testiness, derive in part from uncomfortably straddling two social classes. A self-invented man, he is desperately in need of self-knowledge to connect the two halves of his life.

One of the ways in which Henchard does not know himself is that he exaggerates his self-sufficiency. He believes he can take women or leave them alone, and even brags to Farfrae, with perverse pride, “being by nature something of a woman-hater, I have found it no hardship to keep mostly at a distance from the sex” (p. 75). We ought not to take him strictly at his word: He is too considerate at times to be a thoroughgoing misogynist. A moment later, he admits that “the loneliness of my domestic life” leaves him vulnerable to black spells, depressions. It was during such a low period that he fell for the affections of Lucetta. Now he is ready to remarry. He expects women to fall into line with his intermittent need for them, to love him unconditionally and maternally, simply because he is who he is; when this is not forthcoming he gives vent to a bitter disappointment, the bruised self-dramatization of the badly loved. Some of this grandiose entitlement may issue from his being the town’s mayor and preeminent merchant.Yet the youthful Henchard’s willingness to blame his wife for all his problems and then reject her indicates that his anger against women has deeper roots, preceding his accession to power. He resents the fact that he needs them at all.

Another facet of Henchard’s emotional life that puzzles him is his feelings for the younger, smaller Farfrae. “ ‘To be sure, to be sure, how that fellow does draw me!’ he had said to himself. ‘I suppose ’tis because I’ m so lonely’ ” (p. 55). There is an element of psychological projection in this attraction: Farfrae reminds him of his younger brother, he admits—perhaps also of a son he never had, or of his own younger self, though amended and unburdened by shame. Some modern critics have not been slow to find a homoerotic undertone in this attraction, while others have been horrified at the idea. We can assume that Hardy meant all of these shadings—a lonely man’s idealized friendship, paternal feelings, homoerotic leanings—to play a part; none need take precedence. It is precisely because Henchard lacks self-knowledge that he can be blindsided by these feelings of  tenderness toward another man. Later, he is equally stunned to realize the depth of his attachment to his stepdaughter, Elizabeth-Jane.

In her essay, Elaine Showalter develops an intriguing interpretation that views the novel as a critique of patriarchal values and rigid masculinity For Hardy’s tragic heroes, she argues, “maturity involves a kind of assimilation of female suffering, an identification with a woman which is also an effort to come to terms with their own deepest selves.” She appropriately quotes the significant passage at the end of the wrestling match, when Henchard, by far the stronger, lies crouching in defeat:

The scenes of his first acquaintance with Farfrae rushed back upon him—that time when the curious mixture of romance and thrift in the young man’s composition so commanded his heart that Farfrae could play upon as on an instrument. So thoroughly subdued was he that he remained on the sacks in a crouching attitude, unusual for a man, and for such a man. Its womanliness sat tragically on the figure of so stern a piece of virility (pp. 253-254).



The psychologically astute Hardy knew exactly what he was doing by planting these seeds in the reader’s mind. The question is how much we want to seize on any of these signposts to the exclusion of the others. Perhaps it is not so much that Henchard is “unmanned” as that he is forced to arrive at a more complicated definition of what it means to be a man. For instance, when he tries to coerce Lucetta into marriage by blackmailing her, he is made to rethink his position: “You said to me, ‘If I were a man I should not insist.’ That cut me deep. I felt that there was some truth in it” (p. 195). Henchard never abandons his goal to “act like a man”; it is the standards of masculinity that keep shifting.

Just as Henchard thinks initially he can do without women or love, so he overestimates his capacity to suffer. He is an incomplete stoic—admirably able to say, one moment, “I am to suffer, I perceive,” only to cast about the next moment for someone else to bear the brunt of his resentment. Throughout, Hardy stands at a remove, offering hints on how to interpret his protagonist’s impetuous responses as part of a larger pattern. “Henchard showed chagrin at once—nobody was more quick to show that than he” (p. 165), the  narrator says. He reminds us: “There was still the same unruly volcanic stuff beneath the rind of Michael Henchard as when he had sold his wife at Weydon Fair” (p. 107). Essentially, the novelist is giving us his theory of character, as something archaeologically layered and geologically obdurate—much slower to undergo transformation than the optimists among us might imagine. He calmly ticks off Henchard’s flaws: He is temper-ridden, overbearing, impatient, vengeful, uncultivated, superstitious, cruel, and insensitive at times, “constructed upon too large a scale” to perceive subtle undercurrents of feeling between people. Even when he expresses fondness, taking his assistant, Donald Farfrae, by the arm, there is a “rough benignity,” a “tigerish affection,” and a “tendency to domineer.”

Hardy’s achievement is to make us this mule-headed, domineering man so sympathetic. We care about, and for, Henchard because, for all his faults, he has an expansive, generous nature, and a noble honesty. Take, for instance, his quick admission of guilt at the police court, when he could have easily denied his past misdeed, or his confession to Farfrae, in the midst of his grudge against the younger man: “I—sometimes think I’ve wronged [image: 004]ee!” (p. 211). (Can you imagine the more cautious, Teflon-coated Farfrae ever making such a statement?) Henchard is always about to do the right thing and messing up the timing, or preparing some villainy and relenting at the last moment. In the spirit of botched villainy, he embarks on a plan to expose Lucetta’s past to her husband, by reading aloud from her love letters: “But sitting here in cold blood he could not do it” (p. 228)-that is, divulge the name of the letter-writer. He lures the smaller Farfrae into a fight, but ties one hand behind his back to even the odds. At the climax of the fight, when he could easily kill or maim his antagonist, he lets go, and confesses his fondness for the man! His baffled tenderness, at such moments, makes him very endearing.

That Hardy himself sympathized with his character is fairly evident: He knew Henchard’s nature so well because he was also a brooding, ambitious, easily wounded man who had risen in social station and retained a touchy class resentment. As someone from the laboring classes who had never gone to college but, through relentless self-education, remade himself, and who fit but awkwardly into the drawing rooms of high society, he must have identified with Henchard. They had many other things in common, including a reserved mistrust of intimacy, a worship of music, and a sense of being stalked by the sinister. Of course, the smaller, physically weaker Hardy may have been indulging his fantasies by equipping his protagonist with a muscleman’s virility as well as crudity. But for all their overt differences, Hardy was drawn to Henchard’s passionate nature and outsider status, his inability to make small talk or settle for a safe, humdrum existence. He had confessed to Anne Thackeray (the critic Leslie Stephens’ sister-in-law) that he had little interest in the workings of society—in “manners,” the usual stuff of the English realistic novel. He was interested in what he called “the substance of life,” the crucial struggles of man and woman, fate and free will.

Hardy’s very readiness to enumerate his protagonist’s imperfections demonstrates, in part, his sympathy: Not only can Henchard take it, the man is eager to lay the blame on himself Conversely, Hardy reins in his criticism of the other characters, so that his judgments about them sound all the more harshly when they finally do break forth. Toward the end of the novel, for example, we get Farfrae singing nostalgically, “giving strong expression to a song of his dear native country that he loved so well as never to have revisited it” (p. 297). (Among critics, Farfrae has often suffered from a bad press. Perhaps the reason is that he seems more a useful connecting rod, supporting numerous plot functions, than a fully autonomous character. Why, for instance, does he remain so dim, so puzzled at Henchard’s resentment, when he has taken over the older man’s whole position in life?) Lucetta—one of Hardy’s fascinating enchantresses, with that characteristic tincture of French blood—brings a welcome vivacity to the story; but the vanity she shows in distancing herself from Henchard, during the visit of the Royal Personage, finally arouses the reader’s dislike. Even the Cordelia-like Elizabeth-Jane is guilty of an excessive preoccupation with respectable appearances, and lacks the requisite understanding and forgiveness of Henchard when it counts most. Her mother, the “simple” (or so we keep hearing), put-upon Susan, turns out herself to be a mistress of duplicity: first palming off Henchard’s stepdaughter as his real daughter, then writing an anonymous note intended to bring Farfrae and Elizabeth- Jane together-

For all their shadings, the other characters function mostly as reflections of Henchard’s inner consciousness, or as obstacles in his  path. He is like an action figure ready to burst into impassioned response at whatever Fate tosses him; and the game is seeing what complication Hardy will toss him next, and how he will react. The reader is given limited access to the character’s psychology—we are still a long way from the inner monologues of Joyce and Woolf. Hardy is on the cusp: He draws a portrait of his protagonist largely through exterior actions, contradictory behaviors, and almost reluctant introspections. Hardy’s “self-alienated” Henchard looks forward to Joseph Conrad’s shamed protagonist in Lord Jim and D. H. Lawrence’s wary Rupert in Women in Love.

The novel’s true turning point, in terms of Henchard’s mettle being tested, is probably not the public disclosure of his past shame, but an earlier scene: his discovery that Elizabeth-Jane is not his biological daughter. This is when Henchard makes his famous declaration: “I am to suffer, I perceive” (p. 118). He looks in on her when she is sleeping and decides that her features resemble someone else[image: 004]s, not his own. “He could not endure the sight of her, and hastened away” (p. 119). Whether his repugnance is motivated by injured pride or fear of inappropriate attraction to an appealing young woman living under his roof, he fails the human test of loving her as a stepdaughter. He becomes cold and “chiding,” eventually even kicking her out with a small annuity, “so as to be independent of me—and so that I may be independent of you” (p. 134). This rejection of Elizabeth-Jane through a monetary arrangement uncannily echoes the sale of his wife two decades earlier. The man has learned nothing, it would seem. Or, as Hardy tells us, with great precision: “Misery taught him nothing more than defiant endurance of it” (p. 119).The question is: Will that condition of defiant, wounded unawareness prevail? Will the protagonist stay stuck in his ways, or will he undergo some transformation?

It has become a truism that the main character in a novel or movie must show growth. In our day, this path to moral illumination is often mechanically paved: A secondary character, some old soul, say, lectures our hero, the light bulb goes on in his head, and he realizes one of those afternoon talk-show platitudes such as “No man is an island” or “Everyone needs love.” This is where, I think, The Mayor of Casterbridge has much to teach us today. In our quick-fix therapeutic culture, it is often assumed that a weekend intensive workshop  should suffice to make us become more assertive, sensuous, spiritual, or self-actualizing. One measure of the psychological subtlety of The Mayor of Casterbridge is that Henchard keeps coming to a wiser self-awareness, and then losing it again, the way we all do. He is a clever businesssman, nobody’s fool; but when his emotions get the better of him he forgets what he knows and turns thickheaded. So he gambles that bad weather will ruin the crop: He invests more than he should have, because he wants to ruin his one-time friend and now arch-competitor, Farfrae, with one blow; then he sells everything off too quickly when the weather momentarily turns good (bad for him) and, in the process, loses all. “He was reminded of what he had well known before, that a man might gamble upon the square green areas of fields as readily as upon those of a card-room” (p. 176).

Albert Guerard, in Thomas Hardy, summarizes Henchard as “a man of character obsessed by guilt and so committed to his own destruction.” According to this interpretation, the novel is wholly about a conscience-laden man and his unconscious need to expiate his guilt. Yet Henchard keeps scheming for personal happiness and success. His setbacks are not entirely his fault; they are also the result of bad luck. Had they not occurred, he might have been just as pleased to settle for moderate good fortune. Henchard, I would argue, is not bent on self-destruction at all costs, though it is certainly true that his “volcanic” character regularly undermines his chances for contentment.

The book fights clear of becoming a simple narrative of redemption, just as it refuses to chart a straight course for downfall. Henchard keeps trying like a leopard to change his spots, and then reverting to type. After he leaves Casterbridge, he goes away, comes back, goes away. In a passage that may give us the key to the protagonist’s moral progress, as well as the narrative’s circling dynamic, Hardy writes:

The centrifugal tendency imparted by weariness of the world was counteracted by the centripetal influence of his love for his step-daughter. As a consequence, instead of following a straight course yet further away from Casterbridge, Henchard gradually, almost unconsciously, deflected from that right line of his first intention; till, by degrees , his wandering, like that of the Canadian woodsman, became part of a circle of which Casterbridge formed the centre (pp. 292-293).



When we are finally told by the author himself, in no uncertain terms, “Henchard had become a changed man” (p. 302), it happens at the last possible moment, and the exact nature of the change is left ambiguous. It would seem to be largely a matter of illness and exhaustion. As far as the judgment Henchard renders on himself goes, while it is tempting to see that last will and testament as a proof of his finally accepting responsibility for his actions, it is also in keeping with the pattern of an egotist who has always, out of inverted pride, tended to lay too much blame on himself. That self-annihilating request is as much an act of hubris as of modesty. Who is he to call for a complete expunging of his name from the human record, when the rest of us must put up, when we die, with a combination of anonymity and smudged, palimpsest traces? Is Henchard trying to stage a preemptive strike against the leveling indignity of death? If so, Hardy has ironically subverted his character’s last wishes by making him immortal.




Toward Realism and Beyond Realism 

Hardy began writing The Mayor of Casterbridge in 1885. Like all of his novels from A Pair of Blue Eyes onward, it was serialized, appearing in the London Graphic from January 2 to May 15, 1886. This method of composition—doling out the story to a distracted newspaper or magazine public periodically, on strict deadlines—imposed a pressure to hold the readers’ interests in each section. Early on in his career as a serializing novelist, in 1874, Hardy had expressed the fear that he might be sacrificing “the proper artistic balance of the completed work” for the sake of pleasing large numbers of readers and being considered “a good hand at a serial.” This qualm about compromising his artistic integrity derived partly from feeling that his true calling was poetry, not fiction; underneath the statement’s modesty may also be detected Hardy’s growing pride in becoming a professional at his trade. He was learning to plot. Meanwhile, he continued mediating between the demands of realism, which called for a more muted, organic treatment, and the sensationalistic ruptures invited by serialization.

In George Gissing’s classic New Grub Street (1891), which appeared  in roughly the same period as The Mayor of Casterbridge, a minor novelist plans to write a “pure” realist novel recounting the dull, modest life of a grocer. Though Gissing was poking fun, there is no question that raised expectations for a new, more thoroughgoing realism were in the air. The advance guard of the educated reading public, disenchanted with melodrama and treacle, had developed a taste for the unvarnished facts of life. Hardy was conscious of this public’s demands for plausibility and verisimilitude in novels, and indeed he signed onto them. He considered himself a member of the realist school of fiction, at the very least an enemy of Victorian sentimentality. But he understood the need to shape and distort ordinary life to create an artistic truth. “Art is a disproportioning—(that is, distorting, throwing out of proportion)—of realities, to show more clearly the features that matter in those realities,” wrote Hardy in his journal. When the distortion “increases the sense of vraisemblance,” the result is “high art”; when it decreases that sense, the result is “low art.” By using a French word (vraisemblance) to mean a natural, convincing sense of reality, Hardy signaled his aspiration to the sophisticated standards of Continental fiction—Flaubert, Balzac, Zola, the Goncourt brothers. Being largely a self-taught novelist who had wandered into the field from architecture and poetry, he felt not quite immune from the pitfalls of “low art.” On the other hand, he rationalized his occasional stylistic clumsiness or cliché in advance by refusing to strive for Flaubertian perfection: “The whole secret of a living style ...” he wrote, “lies in not having too much style—being, in fact, a little careless, or rather seeming to be, here and there.”

Hardy did not regard his new novel as perfect, and he was quick to blame the constraints of serial writing for any possible defects in it. Summarizing his feelings years later about The Mayor of Casterbridge, he regretted that he may have “damaged [it] more recklessly as an artistic whole, in the interest of the newspaper in which it appeared serially, than perhaps any other” of his novels, by “aiming to get an incident into almost every week’s part,” causing him “to add events into the narrative somewhat too freely.” But he went on to say “in favor of the plot ... that it was quite coherent and organic, in spite of its complications.”

After the serial version had appeared in the newspaper, Hardy made many small improvements, structural realignments, and adjustments for the final version in book form, which was published later in 1886 by Smith, Elder and Company of London. The resulting labor paid off, since later critics have called The Mayor of Casterbridge the most well-structured of all his novels. Initial critical reaction to it may have been lukewarm, and the book sales disappointing, but Hardy’s writer friends, such as Robert Louis Stevenson and William Dean Howells, praised it highly, and in the course of time it has come to be accepted as an indispensable work of fiction.

Indeed, there is reason to be grateful for its delirious jolts, which make for a more powerful novel. One way of looking at serialization’s effect on The Mayor of Casterbridge is that it liberated Hardy into giddy narrative invention. Hardy tells the story through a series of shocks; the pace is never permitted to flag. The wife-sale; the discovery of Susan’s letter revealing Elizabeth-Jane’s paternity; the testimony of the furmity seller; Lucetta and Donald’s surprise marriage; the tussle between Henchard and Farfrae; the skimmity-ride—all these are vital theatrical strokes. Just as the reader is settling down to one set of circumstances, something new comes along to jog the plot—an ex-lover shows up, a bull escapes from the pen, a sailor-husband who is presumed dead returns, a Royal Personage appears in town. However sudden or arbitrary these occurrences may seem at first, the appropriateness with which Henchard responds to each one is thrilling. Hardy ultimately defended his packed plot by saying, “After all, it is not improbabilities of incident but improbabilities of character that matter.” And he was quite sure that his main character was plausible and convincing, just as he was quite sure that he needed to engineer for the character a tragic fate.

When Hardy’s friend and mentor, Horace Moule, committed suicide, the writer began to be obsessed with the waste of human potential, as something both awful and preordained. One of his biographers, Robert Gittings, has posited in Young Thomas Hardy that:

from the time of the death of Moule, Hardy never portrayed a man who was not, in some way, maimed by fate. He did not hesitate to load the dice at every point against his tragic heroes. Even if a case can be made that their own weakness or foolishness or rashness of choice caused their downfall, Hardy also made sure that the results would be as dire as possible by introducing other elements of coincidence,  irony, and what seems like divine interference or even malevolence. He does this with absolute conviction, because, he is now fully persuaded, such things do occur, in all their extremes, in real life.



The dramatic extremes of Hardy’s novels, which in another writer might seem lurid or sensationalistic, constitute, therefore, his own true sense of realism, issuing as they do from a conviction that life is authentically tragic and strange.

There is in Hardy, unlike Tolstoy or George Eliot, an utter absence of the normative, of normalcy as a baseline. He can, for instance, never muster more than grudging respect for family life. Ever the skeptic regarding marriage (while writing The Mayor of Casterbridge, he and his first wife, Emma, were drifting into permanent estrangement), he begins the book with the observation that you could tell the “man and woman were husband and wife” by “the atmosphere of stale familiarity.” There are no Austen-like “happily-ever-after” conclusions at the altar in Hardy. Near the end, Henchard expresses wonderment during his stepdaughter’s wedding that the level-headed Elizabeth-Jane, “who knew in spite of her maidenhood that marriage was as a rule no dancing matter,” could manifest any “zest for this revelry” (p. 298). Farfrae’s capacity to settle into normal family happiness (with whomever) is viewed somewhat contemptuously as a failure of the imagination. Elizabeth-Jane’s expectations of pain and sorrow seem more realistic, and the final irony for her is that she must learn to live with more contentment than squares with her sober view of life.

Henchard is from the start a tragic figure, estranged from and unable to acquiesce to the calms of daily life. Hardy knew that his fundamental metier was tragedy. He observed in his 1911 “General Preface to the Novels and Poems”:

Differing natures find their tongue in the presence of differing spectacles. Some natures become vocal at tragedy, some are made vocal by comedy, and it seems to me that to whichever of these aspects of life a writer’s instinct for expression the more readily responds, to that he should allow it to respond. That before a contrasting side of things he remains undemonstrative need not be assumed to mean that he remains unperceiving.



In that last line, Hardy is suggesting that he also has an appreciation for comedy. He demonstrates, in fact, his sharp sense of the comic and ridiculous by the sly, ironic tone of The Mayor of Casterbridge’s commenting narrator. Henchard’s attitude toward Susan during their second, compensatory marriage is described as follows: “He was as kind to her as a man, mayor, and churchwarden could possibly be” (pp. 82-83). The rural peasants, in their dialogues, often provide comic relief and a grotesque sort of humor.

Hardy’s taste for the grotesque is a source feeding, simultaneously, the tragic and the comic sense of life. Grisly touches often burst forth from passages that begin innocently enough with a historical or geographic overview. No sooner does a description ensue about a certain location than Hardy digresses to mention ancient gallows that used to be on the site, or dead babies (“the pool wherein nameless infants had been used to disappear” [p. 133]). The ancient past casts a ghoulish abstract pattern over the present. Hardy’s invocation of the town’s rebellious past (“a old, hoary place o’ wickedness,” says Buzzford, the dealer) is at once amateur archeology and moral speculation: Some primordial, heinous crime seems to have set in motion a chain of events for which Henchard’s afflictions are but the current representative. Every acre of this town and its surroundings has been stained with human blood: The field holds the corpses of Roman soldiers, the remains of spears yet lodged against their arms, their mouths still filled with imperial coins. The Amphitheatre has witnessed fights to the death and women burnt at the stake: References to executions become a sort of running joke or, at least, prefiguring omen. Such Gothic underpinnings counterpoint the novel’s realistic agenda.

Coincidence, another nonrealist device, plays a large some critics have felt too large—role in the plot. There are key conversations eavesdropped on through thin walls, and nemeses detected in the distance through telescopes, and wild bulls who break out of their tether and require ladies to be saved, and resentful minor characters like Joff who just happen to know Lucetta from her native Jersey, and Lucetta sending Elizabeth-Jane out for an errand on the very day that Donald comes courting the girl. Readers today tend to view these outcroppings of coincidence as a flaw, detracting from the tale’s verisimilitude, or as a hoary convention. But coincidences also underscore one of the main dilemmas of the novel: What is one’s responsibility for one’s own destiny? Henchard keeps asking if what is befalling him is “by his fault or by his misfortune.” Are these setbacks “the scheme of some sinister intelligence bent on punishing hum”? As long as he can entertain such thoughts, he can deny full responsibility for his actions. On the other hand, Hardy, who had lost his religious faith, did retain some belief in Fate. Finally, the reader may choose to view each coincidence as a charmed turning toward the story’s other magnetic pole: namely, that of romance, of an old-fashioned tale.

Is there not something fairy tale-like, after all, in the novel’s stark opening scene: A poor peasant goes to a fair and sells his wife and child, to be rid of the burden of their dependency? The success that follows is uncanny and ominous, like an enactment of the old fairy-tale injunction: Be careful what you wish you for. The severe, compressed style of the narration in that first scene also has a scriptural air, reminiscent of some patriarchal incident in the Bible involving Abraham palming off Sarah as his sister, or preparing to sacrifice Isaac. (Hardy admired the art of biblical narratives: “Their so-called simplicity is, in fact, the simplicity of highest cunning,” he noted.)

The characters all accrue fairy-tale, super-realistic properties. Henchard is a veritable blotter accumulating animal imagery (lion, tiger, buffalo), biblical references (Job, Cain, Saul, Samson), and literary associations (Faust, Lear, Macbeth, Falstaff, Julius Caesar) . He is equipped with “a grotesque grin” and a perennial “red speck of light” in his dark pupils, to give him diabolic connotations. Donald Farfrae is a Rumplestilskin figure when first we meet him, with an unearthly knack for turning bad wheat into good. He also possesses the magical art of dance (he “thoroughly understood the poetry of motion”) and singing (“the poet of a new school”). The bewitching Lucetta is “a strange woman of curious fascinations.... there might be some devilry about her presence.” Elizabeth-Jane is the good, dutiful daughter of fairy tales, separated from her father and at last reunited with him. The weather-prophet whom Henchard visits seems someone out of European folklore, Greek myth, or Macbeth. And Newson is the sailor of Sinbad tales, swallowed by the sea, and then washed up alive on shore.

Hardy found a way to merge realism with something larger,  more mythic, by coming up with just those details that would seem plausible and yet uncanny, resonating on a symbolic plane. Two examples of this “symbolic realism” may suffice. The effigy of himself that Henchard stumbles upon in the water, at first thinking it a premonition of his own dead body, is a marvelous invention that fuses narrative strands involving the protagonist and the town. The caged goldfinches Henchard chooses for a wedding gift—only to leave them behind without telling Elizabeth, so that by the time she finds them they have died—seem to embody and summarize the balked affections between these two.

Finally, Hardy the realist looked to history and to the physical and social environment as huge forces shaping character and destiny. It is Hardy the local historian, economist, and sociologist we shall now consider.




The Setting 

One of The Mayor of Casterbridge’s contemporary reviewers, the eminent critic George Saintsbury, complained that he found the story “too improbable. It is fiction stranger than truth; for, even at the comparatively distant date—some fifty years ago ... it is impossible to believe that the public sale by a husband of his wife and child to a sailor, in a crowded booth at a village fair, could have attracted such slight attention from the many onlookers” (Saturday Review, May 29, 1886). Hardy retorted that such things did routinely occur; he had found three instances of wife-selling in the local newspapers of the day. Of course, merely because something happens in life does not necessarily make it plausible as fiction. But it is noteworthy that Hardy did a good deal of research before beginning the novel: He pored over old files of the Dorset County Chronide, entering salient items into his notebooks and deriving plot touches—dinner tributes to important citizens, bankruptcy proceedings, bigamy cases—as well as gleaning many historical details about local fashions in dress, decor, and cuisine.

Hardy had decided around this time to move back to his native Dorchester and build a fine house, Max Gate, for himself and his wife. The decision to return to the familiar surroundings of his upbringing coincided with his plan to subsume all his fiction much more consciously into the “Wessex” scheme: a set of novels and tales placed in the same locale. “Wessex” was his invented name for Dorset County, just as “Casterbridge” (which first made its appearance in Far  From the Madding Crowd) was his fictive name for Dorchester. Although Wessex/Dorset and Casterbridge/Dorchester were not absolutely identical (Hardy occasionally took liberties with local geography), he was essentially describing real places.

Hardy was brilliant at depicting a specific sense of place. His fresh, evocative descriptions of nature, weather, and landscape remain unsurpassed, as we see in many passages here. The Mayor of Casterbridge,  it is true, is largely a town novel, much involved with marketplace trades and an urban instinct for temporary advantage. But Casterbridge /Dorchester is also specifically characterized as an agricultural town:

There was no suburb in the modern sense, or transitional intermixture of town and down. It stood, with regard to the wide fertile land adjoining, clean-cut and distinct, like a chess-board on a green table-cloth. The farmer’s boy could sit under his barley-mow and pitch a stone into the office-window of the town-clerk; reapers at work among the sheaves nodded to acquaintances standing on the pavement-corner; the red-robed judge, when he condemned a sheep-stealer, pronounced sentence to the tune of Baa, that floated in at the window from the remainder of the flock browsing hard by; and at executions the waiting crowd stood in a meadow immediately before the drop, out of which the cows had been temporarily driven to give the spectators room (pp. 87-88).



This superb passage reveals Hardy the ex-architect’s genius for creating clear spatial pictures in the reader’s head. The location of Lucetta’s house right beside the marketplace; the two bridges at the end of town where the misérables contemplate their losses; the old Roman Amphitheatre; the seedy Mixen Lane—all these are described with the same vivid panache. If “character is fate,” so (it would seem to Hardy) is geography.

The centrality of Casterbridge in the plot has been noted by one of Hardy’s best biographers, Michael Millgate: 

The whole structure of the novel, with its emphasis on arrivals and departures—Susan Henchard‘s, Farfrae’s, Lucetta’s, Newson’s. Henchard’s —serves to strengthen the impression of Casterbridge as a focal point, and the role played in the central action by the hay and corn trade and by the market-place itself, the town’s physical and symbolic heart, works consistently to reinforce the importance of Casterbridge as what the novel calls “the pole, focus, or nerve-knot of the surrounding country life” (Thomas Hardy: His Career as a Novelist).



Yet for all the town’s dynamism, the Casterbridgians themselves seem stuck in their ways. In order for the plot to move forward, some outsider must enter and stir things up: Henchard, Lucetta, Farfare, Elizabeth-Jane, even the villainous Jopp. Perhaps Hardy, as the returning native, felt he too had become an outsider during his years away, in London and elsewhere, and could only fully enter imaginatively the outsider’s perspective.

The fact that he was more familiar with the Dorchester of several decades past than the present one may have also influenced his decision to set the story fifty or so years back, turning it into a period novel. He justified the decision in his preface to the 1912 edition:

The incidents narrated arise mainly out of three events, which chanced to range themselves in the order and at or about the intervals of time here given, in the real history of the town called Casterbridge and the neighbouring country They were the sale of a wife by her husband, the uncertain harvests which immediately preceded the repeal of the Corn Laws, and the visit of a Royal personage to the aforesaid part of England (p. 3).



Beyond his fascination with all things past, this decision also allowed him to comment with novelistic detachment on the changing economic conditions of the area, by showing the quaint beginnings of a mechanized agricultural process that was well advanced by the time the book appeared.

In “The Dorsetshire Labourer,” an article Hardy had written in 1883, a few years before he began The Mayor of Casterbridge, he had examined the situation of the laborer who was becoming divorced from the land and forced into more itinerant, migrant conditions.  That there were trade-offs, he scrupulously acknowledged: On the one hand, laborers were becoming worldlier and better paid; on the other hand, they were losing their roots and any attachment to a local environment and its rural culture. For decades, landowners had been tearing down workers’ cottages, finding it easier to remove than repair them. “The occupants who formed the backbone of village life have to seek refuge in the boroughs. The process, which is designated by statisticians as ‘the tendency of the rural population towards the large towns,’ is really the tendency of water to flow uphill when forced,” Hardy the essayist remarked sardonically.

Michael Henchard may be seen as Hardy’s fictional representative for this sociological quandary. At the beginning, Henchard, seeking work or at least a place to stay, is told discouragingly: “Pulling down is more the nater of Weydon. There were five houses cleared away last year, and three this; and the volk nowhere to go—no, not so much as a thatched hurdle; that’s the way o’ Weydon-Priors” (p. 7). Freed from the pressures to be family breadwinner, Henchard transforms himself into a successful member of that small, entrepreneurial, wealthy peasant class who profited from the fluid conditions of the Corn Laws. Hardy lets us see that many farm laborers fared less well, by sharply portraying the unemployed idlers and poachers who frequent the tavern at Mixen Lane. The novel also has a passage about an old, redundant journeyman at the hiring fair that practically mirrors one in his earlier essay “The Dorsetshire Labourer.”

Henchard is an ex-journeyman who has risen from the ranks to control all the grain deals in the area; when he falls from wealth, he picks up his rudimentary hay-trussing tools and returns to his ancient trade. By contrast, Farfrae, his right-hand man and ultimately his supplanter, is the one who introduces new agricultural implements, such as the horse-drill. “Then the romance of the sower is gone for good,” observes Elizabeth-Jane, invoking the biblical image. Hardy is no sentimental Luddite; he sees the advent of labor-saving farm machinery as unavoidable and salutary. But he also sees that this will bring about problematic changes in managerial style. Henchard, who sprang roughly from the same class as his hirelings, alternately takes care of their aging mothers and disciplines the men personally. When Abel Whittle shows a tendency to be unpunctual, Henchard goes to the laborer’s cottage one morning, pulls him out of bed and  forces him to proceed to work without breeches. Such barbaric treatment horrifies the younger Farfrae, who intervenes to save the poor man’s dignity. (Curiously, this same humiliated Abel later ministers to Henchard in his dying hour, like the fool attending Lear on the heath.) When Farfrae takes over the business, he pays the workers less but also frightens them less. His style is more impersonal, rational, and corporate, one might say. Sociologically, Henchard may be seen as a transitional figure who can advance only so far in the about-to-be industrialized landscape, before his old-fashioned, artisanal values get the better of him. Farfrae is the New Man, who will adjust.

That Hardy chose to write a novel about a journeyman farmhand (however high up the social ladder he ascends) was, by itself, fairly daring. There were precedents in English fiction for laborer-heroes, such as George Eliot’s Adam Bede, but not many; and publishers were initially leery about releasing The Mayor of Casterbridge in a hardbound volume, as Hardy later bitterly recalled, because it was felt “the lack of gentry among the characters made it uninteresting—a typical estimate of what was, or was supposed to be, mid-Victorian taste.”

Hardy did not lose heart, but continued to extend the compass of adult realism in the English novel, and to provoke the proprieties of class and sex, as we know from the controversies that attended Tess and Jude. In The Mayor of Casterbridge, he was faced with having to determine how explicitly he should handle the original affair between Henchard and Lucetta: Fudging their relationship in the serial version, he decided in the final book form to make it clear they had been intimate.

Virginia Woolf thought that “above all in The Mayor of Casterbridge, we have Hardy’s impression of life as it came to him without conscious ordering” (“The Novels of Thomas Hardy”). Here he meddled least, or weighted the scales least. Woolf (and she was not alone) felt that Hardy too often had a tendency to impose large, abstractly pessimistic structures on his later novels. The criticism was not merely that he was sinning against the sunny norms of Victorian sentiment but that he brought a programmatic, mechanistic heavy-handedness to his philosophical pessimism. This is what Woolf meant when she said that “at his greatest he gives us impressions; at his weakest, arguments ... and, above all, in The Mayor of Casterbridge,  we have Hardy’s impression of life as it came to him without conscious ordering.”

What he managed to do in The Mayor of Casterbridge was to keep the balance between free will and determinism, possibility and fatalism, an open question for as long as possible. This is largely because of his forceful, dynamic, and resourceful main character, who is not so easily crushed by fate. We feel the volitional air go out of Jude and Tess, and their life forces winding down, long before their respective novels end, whereas Henchard faces a serious choice of whether to reinvent himself once again, only ten or so pages from the end. Working on a Wessex farm, still in his forties:

Henchard found himself again on the precise standing which he had occupied a quarter of a century before. Externally there was nothing to hinder his making another start on the upward slope, and by his new lights achieving higher things than his soul in its half-formed state had been able to accomplish. But the ingenious machinery contrived by the Gods for reducing human possibilities of amelioration to a minimum—which arranges that wisdom to do shall come pari  passu with the departure of zest for doing—stood in the way of all that. He had no wish to make an arena a second time of a world that had become a mere painted scene to him (pp. 293).



If he does not reinvent himself yet again, it is because the bitter wisdom he has acquired points him in another direction. The dark laughter of the Gods has arranged life’s experience in the form of a figure-eight, with wisdom and ambitious energy touching for only a moment before they cross, pass, and part. This figure of the do-si-do movement is peculiarly Hardyesque, like the zigzagging circle of centrifugal and centripetal forces invoked to show Henchard’s conflicted pull toward and away from town. If it was Thomas Hardy’s particular genius as a novelist to fuse character with place, in The Mayor of Casterbridge he hit upon a story that could sustain all the well-intentioned and intemperate wanderings, all the back-and-forth divagations of the human heart.
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PREFACE

READERS OF THE FOLLOWING story who have not yet arrived at middle age are asked to bear in mind that, in the days recalled by the tale, the home Corn Trade, on which so much of the action turns, had an importance that can hardly be realized by those accustomed to the six-penny loaf of the present date, and to the present indifference of the public to harvest weather.

The incidents narrated arise mainly out of three events, which chanced to range themselves in the order and at or about the intervals of time here given, in the real history of the town called Casterbridge a and the neighbouring country. They were the sale of a wife by her husband, the uncertain harvests which immediately preceded the repeal of the Corn Laws,b and the visit of a Royal personagec to the aforesaid part of England.

The present edition of the volume, like the previous one, contains nearly a chapter which did not at first appear in any English copy, though it was printed in the serial issue of the tale, and in the American edition. The restoration was made at the instance of some good judges across the Atlantic, who strongly represented that the home edition suffered from the omission. Some shorter passages and names, omitted or altered for reasons which no longer exist, in the original printing of both English and American editions, have also been replaced or inserted.

The story is more particularly a study of one man’s deeds and character than, perhaps, any other of those included in my Exhibition of Wessex life. Objections have been raised to the Scotch language of Mr. Farfrae, the second character; and one of his fellow-countrymen went so far as to declare that men beyond the Tweed did not and never could say “warrld,” “cannet,” “advairrtisment,” and so on. As this gentleman’s pronunciation in correcting me seemed to my Southron ear an exact repetition of what my spelling implied, I was not struck with the truth of his remark, and somehow we did not get any forwarder in the matter. It must be remembered that the Scotchman of the tale is represented not as he would appear to other Scotchmen, but as he would appear to people of outer regions. Moreover, no attempt is made herein to reproduce his entire pronunciation phonetically, any more than that of the Wessex speakers. I should add, however, that this new edition of the book has had the accidental advantage of a critical overlooking by a professor of the tongue in question—one of undoubted authority:—in fact he is a gentleman who adopted it for urgent personal reasons in the first year of his existence.

Furthermore, a charming non-Scottish lady, of strict veracity and admitted penetration, the wife of a well-known Caledonian, came to the writer shortly after the story was first published, and inquired if Farfrae were not drawn from her husband, for he seemed to her to be the living portrait of that (doubtless) happy man. It happened that I had never thought of her husband in constructing Farfrae. I trust therefore that Farfrae may be allowed to pass, if not as a Scotchman to Scotchmen, as a Scotchman to Southerners.

The novel was first published complete, in two volumes, in May 1886.

T. H.

February 1895—May 1912.




I

ONE EVENING OF LATE summer, before the nineteenth century had reached one-third of its span, a young man and woman, the latter carrying a child, were approaching the large village of Weydon-Priors, in Upper Wessex, 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 fustiand 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 wimblee for hay-bonds being also visible in the aperture. His measured, springless walk was the walk of the skilled country-man 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 its presence 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 sheetf 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 were 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 stale familiarity 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 him 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 volk 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 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 come on furlough, village shopkeepers, and the like, having latterly flocked in; persons whose activities found a congenial field among the peep-shows, toy-stands, waxworks, 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 stove-pipe 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, flour, milk, raisins, currants, and what not, that composed 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 depths here amongst the smugglers. g

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 those 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 qualities 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 the 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 brood-mare, 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 need 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 grimy 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 o’ 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 Straw 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. O!—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 girl if she wants to, and go her ways. I’ll take my tools, and go my ways. ’Tis simple as Scripture history. 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 ’vationh ’tis!”

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

“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 shan’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 five crisp pieces of paper, and threw them down upon the table-cloth. They were Bank-of-England notes 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 notes as they 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, 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?”

“’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 notes and deliberately folded them, and put them 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 booth in the hay-trusser’s face.

“Mike,” she said, “I’ve lived with thee a couple of years, and had nothing but temper! Now I’m no more to ‘ee; I’ll try my luck elsewhere. ’Twill be better for me and Elizabeth-Jane, both. 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.

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’s 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 keacorni was raw; but I’d never come back—no, not till the great trumpet,j would I!”

“Well, the woman will be better off,” said another of a more deliberative turn. “For seafaring natures 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!” 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, etc., 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.




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 breast-pocket. A rustling revealed the sailor’s bank-notes 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,k 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 felloel 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 Sleepers had a dog;1 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 Fair-field.

This seemed to accord with his desire. He went on in silent thought, unheeding the yellowhammers 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 that there was some sort of binding force in the transaction. On this latter point he felt almost certain, knowing her freedom from levity of character, and the extreme simplicity of her intellect. There may, too, have been enough recklessness and resentment beneath her ordinary placidity to make her stifle any momentary doubts. On a previous occasion when he had declared during a fuddle that he would dispose of her as he had done, she had replied that she would 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 turned 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 fetichisticm in this man’s beliefs.

He shouldered his basket and moved on, casting his eyes inquisitivelyround 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,n where he seemed to feel a sense of the strangeness for a moment; then he knelt upon the foot-pace.o 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 before God here in this solemn place that I will avoid all strong liquors for the space of twenty-one 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 strook 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 perplexing 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 any where 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 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 south-westward, and did not pause, except for nights’ lodgings, till he reached the town of Casterbridge, in a far distant part of Wessex.




III

THE HIGHROAD 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 about eighteen, 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 basketp 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,q 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 184—, aged forty-one years.”

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

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

“He is, or was—for he may be dead—a connection 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?” 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 daresay 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, 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 whity-brown boys, who came up and  asked for “A ha’ p’orth,r 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 six-pennyworths in her younger days. When the soidisants 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 slily, 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 fairground, 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 shameless females. But Lord’s my life—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, “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 gi’e 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.




IV

HENCHARD’S WIFE ACTED FOR the best, but she had involved herself in difficulties. A hundred times she had been upon the point of telling her daughter Elizabeth-Jane the true story of her life, the tragical crisis of which had been the transaction at Weydon Fair, when she was not much older than the girl now beside her. But she had refrained. An innocent maiden had thus grown up in the belief that the relations between the genial sailor and her mother were the ordinary ones that they had always appeared to be. The risk of endangering a child’s strong affection by disturbing ideas which had grown with her growth was to Mrs. Henchard too fearful a thing to contemplate. It had seemed, indeed, folly to think of making Elizabeth-Jane wise.2

But Susan Henchard’s fear of losing her dearly loved daughter’s heart by a revelation had little to do with any sense of wrong-doing on her own part. Her simplicity—the original ground of Henchard’s contempt for her—had allowed her to live on in the conviction that Newson had acquired a morally real and justifiable right to her by his purchase—though the exact bearings and legal limits of that right were vague. It may seem strange to sophisticated minds that a sane young matron could believe in the seriousness of such a transfer; and were there not numerous other instances of the same belief the thing might scarcely be credited. But she was by no means the first or last peasant woman who had religiously adhered to her purchaser, as too many rural records show.

The history of Susan Henchard’s adventures in the interim can be told in two or three sentences. Absolutely helpless she had been taken off to Canada, where they had lived several years without any great worldly success, though she worked as hard as any woman could to keep their cottage cheerful and well-provided. When Elizabeth-Jane was about twelve years old the three returned to England, and settled at Falmouth, where Newson made a living for a few years as boatman and general handy shoreman.

He then engaged in the Newfoundland trade, and it was during this period that Susan had an awakening. A friend to whom she confided her history ridiculed her grave acceptance of her position; and all was over with her peace of mind. When Newson came home at the end of one winter he saw that the delusion he had so carefully sustained had vanished for ever.

There was then a time of sadness, in which she told him her doubts if she could live with him longer. Newson left home again on the Newfoundland trade when the season came round. The vague  news of his loss at sea a little later on solved a problem which had become torture to her meek conscience. She saw him no more.

Of Henchard they heard nothing. To the liege subjects of Labour,t the England of those days was a continent, and a mile a geographical degree.u

Elizabeth-Jane developed early into womanliness. One day, a month or so after receiving intelligence of Newson’s death off the Bank of Newfoundland, when the girl was about eighteen, she was sitting on a willow chair in the cottage they still occupied, working twine nets for the fishermen. Her mother was in a back corner of the same room, engaged in the same labour; and dropping the heavy wood needle she was filling she surveyed her daughter thoughtfully. The sun shone in at the door upon the young woman’s head and hair, which was worn loose, so that the rays streamed into its depths as into a hazel copse. Her face, though somewhat wan and incomplete, possessed the raw materials of beauty in a promising degree. There was an under-handsomeness in it, struggling to reveal itself through the provisional curves of immaturity, and the casual disfigurements that resulted from the straitened circumstances of their lives. She was handsome in the bone, hardly as yet handsome in the flesh. She possibly might never be fully handsome, unless the carkingv accidents of her daily existence could be evaded before the mobile parts of her countenance had settled to their final mould.

The sight of the girl made her mother sad—not vaguely, but by logical inference. They both were still in that strait-waistcoat of poverty from which she had tried so many times to be delivered for the girl’s sake. The woman had long perceived how zealously and constantly the young mind of her companion was struggling for enlargement; and yet now, in her eighteenth year, it still remained but little unfolded. The desire—sober and repressed—of Elizabeth-Jane’s heart was indeed to see, to hear, and to understand. How could she become a woman of wider knowledge, higher repute—“better,” as she termed it—this was her constant inquiry of her mother. She sought further into things than other girls in her position ever did, and her mother groaned as she felt she could not aid in the search.

The sailor, drowned or no, was probably now lost to them; and Susan’s staunch, religious adherence to him as her husband in principle, till her views had been disturbed by enlightenment, was demanded no more. She asked herself whether the present moment, now that she was a free woman again, were not as opportune a one as she would find in a world where everything had been so inopportune, for making a desperate effort to advance Elizabeth. To pocket her pride and search for the first husband seemed, wisely or not, the best initiatory step. He had possibly drunk himself into his tomb. But he might, on the other hand, have had too much sense to do so; for in her time with him he had been given to bouts only, and was not a habitual drunkard.

At any rate, the propriety of returning to him, if he lived, was unquestionable. The awkwardness of searching for him lay in enlightening Elizabeth, a proceeding which her mother could not endure to contemplate. She finally resolved to undertake the search without confiding to the girl her former relations with Henchard, leaving it to him if they found him to take what steps he might choose to that end. This will account for their conversation at the fair and the half-informed state in which Elizabeth was led onward.

In this attitude they proceeded on their journey, trusting solely to the dim light afforded of Henchard’s whereabouts by the furmity-woman. The strictest economy was indispensable. Sometimes they might have been seen on foot, sometimes on farmers’ waggons, sometimes in carriers’ vans; and thus they drew near to Casterbridge. Elizabeth-Jane discovered to her alarm that her mother’s health was not what it once had been, and there was ever and anon in her talk that renunciatory tone which showed that, but for the girl, she would not be very sorry to quit a life she was growing thoroughly weary of.

It was on a Friday evening, near the middle of September, and just before dusk, that they reached the summit of a hill within a mile of the place they sought. There were high-banked hedges to the coach-road here, and they mounted upon the green turf within, and sat down. The spot commanded a full view of the town and its environs.

“What an old-fashioned place it seems to be!” said Elizabeth-Jane, while her silent mother mused on other things than topography. “It is huddled all together; and it is shut in by a square wall of trees, like a plot of garden ground by a box-edging.”

Its squareness was, indeed, the characteristic which most struck the eye in this antiquated borough, the borough of Casterbridge—at that time, recent as it was, untouched by the faintest sprinkle of modernism. It was compact as a box of dominoes. It had no suburbs—in the ordinary sense. Country and town met at a mathematical line.

To birds of the more soaring kind Casterbridge must have appeared on this fine evening as a mosaic-work of subdued reds, browns, greys, and crystals, held together by a rectangular frame of deep green. To the level eye of humanity it stood as an indistinct mass behind a dense stockade of limes and chestnuts, set in the midst of miles of rotund down and concave field. The mass became gradually dissected by the vision into towers, gables, chimneys, and casements, the highest glazings shining bleared and bloodshot with the coppery fire they caught from the belt of sunlit cloud in the west.

From the centre of each side of this tree-bound square ran avenues east, west, and south into the wide expanse of corn-land and coombw to the distance of a mile or so. It was by one of these avenues that the pedestrians were about to enter. Before they had risen to proceed two men passed outside the hedge, engaged in argumentative conversation.

“Why, surely,” said Elizabeth, as they receded, “those men mentioned the name of Henchard in their talk—the name of our relative?”

“I thought so too,” said Mrs. Newson.

“That seems a hint to us that he is still here.”

“Yes.”

“Shall I run after them, and ask them about him—”

“No, no, no! Not for the world just yet. He may be in the workhouse, or in the stocks, for all we know.”

“Dear me—why should you think that, mother?”

“ ’Twas just something to say—that’s all! But we must make private inquiries.”

Having sufficiently rested they proceeded on their way at even-fall. The dense trees of the avenue rendered the road dark as a tunnel, though the open land on each side was still under a faint daylight; in other words, they passed down a midnight between two gloamings. The features of the town had a keen interest for Elizabeth’s mother, now that the human side came to the fore. As soon as they had wandered about they could see that the stockade of gnarled trees which framed in Casterbridge was itself an avenue, standing on a low green bank or escarpment, with a ditch yet visible without. Within the avenue and bank was a wall more or less discontinuous, and within the wall were packed the abodes of the burghers.

Though the two women did not know it these external features were but the ancient defences of the town, planted as a promenade.

The lamplights now glimmered through the engirdling trees, conveying a sense of great snugness and comfort inside, and rendering at the same time the unlighted country without strangely solitary and vacant in aspect, considering its nearness to life. The difference between burgh and champaignx was increased, too, by sounds which now reached them above others—the notes of a brass band. The travellers returned into the High Street, where there were timber houses with overhanging stories, whose small-paned lattices were screened by dimity curtains on a drawing-string, and under whose barge-boards old cobwebs waved in the breeze. There were houses of brick-nogging, y which derived their chief support from those adjoining. There were slate roofs patched with tiles, and the roofs patched with slate, with occasionally a roof of thatch.

The agricultural and pastoral character of the people upon whom the town depended for its existence was shown by the class of objects displayed in the shop window. Scythes, reap-hooks, sheep-shears, bill-hooks, spades, mattocks, and hoes at the ironmonger’s; beehives, butter-firkins, churns, milking stools and pails, hay-rakes, field-flagons, and seed-lips at cooper’s; cart-ropes and plough-harness at the saddler’s; carts, wheel-barrows, and mill-gear at the wheelwright’s and machinist’s; horse-embrocations at the chemist’s; at the glover’s and leather-cutter’s, hedging-gloves, thatchers’ knee-caps, ploughmen’s leggings, villagers’ pattensz and clogs.

They came to a grizzled church, whose massive square tower rose unbroken into the darkening sky, the lower parts being illuminated by the nearest lamps sufficiently to show how completely the mortar from the joints of the stonework had been nibbled out by time and weather, which had planted in the crevices thus made little tufts of stone-crop and grass almost as far up as the very battlements. From this tower the clock struck eight, and thereupon a bell began to toll with a peremptory clang. The curfew was still rung in Casterbridge, and it was utilized by the inhabitants as a signal for shutting their shops. No sooner did the deep notes of the bell throb between the house-fronts than a clatter of shutters arose through the whole length of the High Street. In a few minutes business at Casterbridge was ended for the day.

Other clocks struck eight from time to time—one gloomily from the gaol, another from the gable of an almshouse, with a preparative creak of machinery, more audible than the note of the bell; a row of tall, varnished case-clocks from the interior of a clockmaker’s shop joined in one after another just as the shutters were enclosing them, like a row of actors delivering their final speeches before the fall of the curtain; then chimes were heard stammering out the Sicilian Mariners’ Hymn;aa so that chronologists of the advanced school were appreciably on their way to the next hour before the whole business of the old one was satisfactorily wound up.

In an open space before the church walked a woman with her gown-sleeves rolled up so high that the edge of her under-linen was visible, and her skirt tucked up through her pocket hole. She carried a loaf under her arm from which she was pulling pieces of bread, and handing them to some other women who walked with her; which pieces they nibbled critically. The sight reminded Mrs. Henchard-Newson and her daughter that they had an appetite; and they inquired of the woman for the nearest baker’s.

“Ye may as well look for manna-foodab as good bread in Casterbridge just now,” she said, after directing them. “They can blare their trumpets and thump their drums, and have their roaring dinners”—waving her hand towards a point further along the street, where the brass band could be seen standing in front of an illuminated building—“ but we must needs be put-to for want of a wholesome crust. There’s less good bread than good beer in Casterbridge now.”

“And less good beer than swipes,”ac said a man with his hands in his pockets.

“How does it happen there’s no good bread?” asked Mrs. Henchard.

“Oh, ‘tis the corn-factorad—he’s the man that our millers and bakers all deal wi’, and he has sold ’em growed wheat,ae which they didn’t know was growed, so the say, till the dough ran all over the ovens like quicksilver; so that the loaves be as flat as toads, and like suet pudden inside. I’ve been a wife, and I’ve been a mother, and I never see such unprincipled bread in Casterbridge as this before.—But you must be a real stranger here not to know what’s made all the poor volks’ insides plim|| like blowed bladders this week?”

“I am,” said Elizabeth’s mother shyly.

Not wishing to be observed further till she knew more of her future in this place, she withdrew with her daughter from the speaker’s side. Getting a couple of biscuits at the shop indicated as a temporary substitute for a meal, they next bent their steps instinctively to where the music was playing.
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Magazine as The Simpletons and Enduring Hearts. Like Tess, Jude is
highly controversial. It is Hardy’s last novel, and he turns to
poetry.

Hardy's mother dies.

Emma Hardy dies, inspiring the highly personal “Poems of
1912-13"

Hardy marries his longtime secretary, Florence Dugdale. The
onset of World War I causes Hardy intense sadness and disil-
lusionment.

Collected Poems is published.

Hardy is celebrated in England and abroad on his eightieth
birthday.

Hardy dies of a heart attack on January 11 at Max Gate. His
ashes are placed in the Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey in
London; his heart is buried next to the remains of his first
wife, Emma, in Stinsford.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/bano_9781411432666_oeb_002_r1.gif
M

BARNES & NOBLE CLASSICS





OEBPS/bano_9781411432666_oeb_002_tab.gif
1869

1870

1871

1872

1873

1874

1878
1880

1885

1886

1888

1891

1892
1893

1895

‘The Poor Man and the Lady is rejected for publication. Hardy takes
a position in Weymouth as an architect specializing in church
Testoration.

Hardy meets his future wife, Emma Lavinia Gifford, while on
a trip to Cornwall.

Tinsley Brothers publishes the novel Desperate Remedies at Hardy’s
expense.

Hardy moves back to London, where he creates architectural
plans for schools. Emma’s father refuses to allow Hardy to
marry her. Hardy publishes Under the Greenwood Tree with Tinsley;
another novel, A Pair of Blue Eyes, is serialized in Tinsleys Magazine
and the New York Tribune.

Hardy is devastated by the suicide of his close friend Horace
Moule.

Far from the Madding Crowd, Hardy's first commercially successful
novel, appears. Hardy and Emma marry. Over the next several
years the two move many times between London and Dorset,
and travel abroad.

‘The Return of the Native, another novel, appears.

‘The Trumpet Major, a novel, is published. Hardy suffers from in-
ternal hemorrhaging and is confined to bed for many months.
During this time, he dictates a novel, A Laodicean, to his wife.
Hardy moves into Max Gate, the home he and Emma have de-
signed and built near the city of Dorchester. He will write
some of his greatest novels here.

Another novel, The Mayor of Casterbridge, is published (Caster-
bridge is Hardy's name for Dorchester).

Wessex Tales, Hardy's first collection of short stories, is pub-
lished.

Tess of the d"Urbervilles appears after being severely edited by the
publisher. The novel raises a storm of controversy for its treat-
ment of marriage and religion. Many praise Hardy as En-
gland’s greatest novelist.

Hardy's father dies.

On a trip to Dublin, Hardy meets Florence Henniker, with
whom he has a relationship. Marital troubles between Hardy
and Emma are ongoing,

Jude the Obscure appears after it is serialized in Harper’s New Monthly
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The eldest of four children, Thomas Hardy is born on June 2
in Higher Bockhampton, near Dorchester in the county of
Dorset. His father, Thomas, is a master stonemason, and his
mother, Jemima, teaches her son to read at an early age.
Hardy's frail health prevents him from entering the village
school until age eight.

Hardy enters the village school, where he soon surpasses the
other students. He reads Samuel Johnson, John Dryden, and
William Shakespeare, among others, and develops a love of
education that will persist throughout his lifetime. He culti-
vates his love of music, playing the fiddle with his father in
the parish choir.

Jemima enrolls her son in a school in Dorchester, where he
studies for the next six years.

After helping his father design renovations for a country
church, Hardy is awarded an apprenticeship to the Dorchester
architect John Hicks. Disappointed at not having the means to
attend Oxford or Cambridge, he studies Greek and other sub-
jects in his free time and develops a close friendship with Ho-
race Moule, a vicar’s son who becomes his mentor.

Hardy leaves Dorset to work for a prominent architect, Arthur
Blomfield, in London. He finds time to nurture his creative
writing but fails in attempts to publish his poetry. He visits
museums and plays, takes French lessons, and attends a read-
ing by Charles Dickens.

Hardy becomes engaged to Eliza Nicholls. He is awarded an
essay prize by the Royal Institute of Architects.

Hardy's first published essay, “How I Built Myself a House,”
appears in the Dorchester paper Chambers’ Journal.

The engagement to Eliza Nicholls is broken off.

Failing health necessitates a return to Dorchester, where Hardy
again works for John Hicks. He writes his first novel, The Poor
Man and the Lady (authored by “the Poor Man”).
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