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Hardy’s THe Mayor of CasTerbridge as a Tragedy 

 D. H. Lawrence  comments that tragedy is a central concept in many of Hardy’s 

novels and places Hardy as a great writer of tragedy at the same level as 

Sophocles, Shakespeare, and Tolstoy. Hardy’s works reflect a sad tragic tone, an 

insistence on man’s unhappiness in modern world, and a preoccupation with the 

different facets of human experience. Johnson (1923) and Lawrence (1936) point 

out that his novels become dramatic representations of the sufferings of his 

heroes and heroines. The suffering of the characters, often allied to the difficulty 

of moving into a more modern world whose hostility is reflected in the painful 

coincidences in the plot, usually ends in the death of the hero or heroine.  

Hardy has been called the Shakespeare of the English novel and the four great 

Hardian tragedies — Tess of the D’urbeivilles, Jude the Obscure, The Mayor of 

Casterbridge and The Return of The Native— have been likened to the four great 

Shakespearean tragedies.  The tone of pessimism ultimately culminates in the 

tragic end for nearly all his protagonists .  

In The Mayor of Casterbridge, the protagonist Henchard is a  tragic character who 

falls like a bird hit in mid air when he tries to achieve more than his fate.  While 

trying to escape the shadow of his past, his attitude grows even tragic. Running in 

circles he keeps coming back to the same point in his life. Every time instead of 

trying to mend his mistake, he acts in overconfidence and loses. His first mistake 

that is to sell his wife Susan and daughter Elizabeth Jane to sailor Newson is the 

deadliest sin of his life. The one sin he committed ,even though in his drinking 
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condition , in the tent of the furmity woman follows him for life. As if a dark spell 

had been cast upon  his life, Henchard remains unable to escape the punishment. 

Henchard’s tragedy begins at the fair. After getting fully drunk, he sells his wife 

and daughter to sailor Newson. Whe he recovers his senses next morning , he 

searches for his family. But it was too late. Henchard wanted to atone for this sin . 

So, he takes the oath that he will not touch liquor for twenty-one years.  

After this incidence, he settles in Casterbridge and works very hard. His labour is 

rewarded by fate. He becomes a successful corn merchant and also elected as the 

mayor of the city. He also has a very good friend , Donald Farfrae. However, 

Henchard had kept his past sin a secret from the townspeople.  

When Newson is believed to have died , Susan and her daughter returns to 

Casterbrige and meets Henchard. By that time, Henchard had fallen in love with 

Lucetta. But despite that, he marries Susan , primarily to alleviate the pains of 

Susan and to atone for his sins. .However, Susan again proves unlucky.  Soon, 

Susan dies and by chance, Henchard learns that Elizabeth Jane is not his biological 

daughter. She is Newson’s daughter and his own daughter has already died.  

Now a quick reversal of fortune starts. Just as in Sophocles' Oedipus the King, the 

arrival of the Messenger from Corinth initiates the tragic reversal of the 

protagonist . He provides the crucial piece of information that will reveal that 

Oedipus has fulfilled the prophecy of the Oracle of Delphi by killing his father and 

marrying his mother. In Hardy's novel, Mrs Goodenough, the furmity woman from 

the opening chapter, enacts a function similar to that of the Corinthian 

Messenger in Oedipus the King. The return of the furmity woman and her 

dramatic revelation in court plays a vital role in hastening Henchard's decline. 

Mrs. Goodenough exposes Henchard's shameful past secret: the sale of his wife 

Susan and their child, Elizabeth-Jane, to a sailor for five guineas two decades 

earlier. Her declaration results in Henchard's social and financial ruin, as 

“……the amends he had made in after life were lost sight of in the dramatic glare 

of the original act . . . On that day — almost at that minute — he passed the ridge 

of prosperity and honour, and began to descend rapidly on the other side…..” 
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The protagonists in both Sophocles' Oedipus the King and Thomas Hardy's The 

Mayor of Casterbridge experience their final suffering following the reversal and 

the recognition scene. The suffering of the protagonist is irreversible: Oedipus' 

self-blinding, prompted by Jocasta's suicide, cannot be reversed — he is bound 

forever to suffer in self-imposed darkness. Similarly, Henchard experiences a final 

suffering in The Mayor of Casterbridge. Henchard suffers through more than one 

death in the novel. Long before his physical death, Henchard dies in reputation 

and public esteem, no longer a man of wealth and power when his time as mayor 

ends. The moment of his final suffering, however, occurs after he experiences the 

loss of his step-daughter, Elizabeth-Jane. 

Immediately following the recognition, Hardy notes that a great change comes 

over Henchard regarding Elizabeth-Jane: 

“….[I]n the midst of his gloom [Elizabeth-Jane] seemed to him as a pin-point of 

light . . . and for the first time, he had a faint dream that he might get to like her 

as his own, — if she would only continue to love him….” 

Unfortunately, Richard Newson's appearance in Casterbridge destroys any hope 

Henchard has of a possible future with Elizabeth-Jane. Hardy remarks that, upon 

Newson's arrival, "Henchard's face and eyes seemed to die" . When he lies to 

Newson about Elizabeth-Jane's death, he is trying to avoid losing her (perhaps, in 

his mind, a second time, although he is all too aware that this girl is the sailor's 

daughter and not his). Sadly, his deception of Newson betrays Elizabeth-Jane's 

trust and ultimately destroys their relationship. Henchard dies because he sees no 

reason to continue living; he has lost the last person who loved him and whom he 

loved in return. 

Thomas Hardy is against Aristotle as well as Shakespeare in writing tragedy 

because he is a pessimist. He does not follow contemporary rules and regulations 

as defined by Aristotle in “Poetics” nor does he copy Shakespeare. Aristotle’s 

rules have been followed from many centuries but Hardy ignores them. He 

redefines meanings of tragedy in his novels which is called Hardy’s tragic vision. 
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Thomas Hardy’s vision is less tragic and more pessimist; therefore, he is far 

different from common writers of tragedy. He mixes modern and ancient forms. 

However, his tragedies are realistic. He portrays humans pathos in his novels. His 

tragedies are not on action but reaction. Most of his characters are not tragic but 

sympathetic. Typically, Hardy’s novels are full of artificial coincidences, which ruin 

real taste of tragedy. He is considered a tragedian but he is vastly different from 

many other writers. 

 Aristotle defined rule of hamartia so that the feelings of pity and fear could be 

aroused. Hardy’s tragic vision rarely gives his characters hamartia. Their downfall 

is dependent on adverse circumstances, therefore, they get mere sympathy from 

the readers. Thomas Hardy was not a misanthrope but a pessimist. In his eyes 

fate, chances and circumstances are worst enemy of humanity. Chances and fate 

dominate freewill in his novels. In this way, Hardy’s characters have very less 

tragic flaw. 

In contrast to Hardy’s tragic vision, Shakespeare’s characters are fully responsible 

for their crimes. Most of his innocent characters like Tess suffer without any fault 

of their own. Due to lack of tragic flaw, Hardy’s tragedies do not shake the faith of 

people. We consider Hardy’s characters as oppressed, who are miserable because 

of their powerlessness. Hence, if the character is not responsible for his 

destruction then it cannot cause catharsis which is primary requirement of a 

tragedy. 

Another important element of Hardy’s tragedy is his choice of characters. Hardy’s 

characters are neither kings nor does they belong to upper class. He always 

portrays lower class. Tess is clear example of it. She is a standard woman of a 

communal society. Hardy’s characters belong to lower class. Another example is 

of Euctacia, who is also from lower class in “Return of the Native”. It is also 

another important ingredient of tragedy, mentioned by Aristotle, which has been 

ignored by Thomas Hardy. 

In addition, ending of Hardy’s novels is fatal. He does not do justice with tragedy. 

Most of the time, his characters meet death and their death is sympathetic as 

there is no lessen in it. Only sympathy is not enough for tragedy in the eyes of 
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Aristotle. A tragedy must shake faith and Hardy’s novels do not fulfill this 

requirement. His ending is not justified as compared to successful writers of his 

era like George Eliot. Also from this point of view, he is different from other 

tragedians. 

To conclude, Thomas Hardy is a pessimist and defines life as misery, therefore, his 

tragic views are different from common writers. He has his own vision of writing 

tragedy. Although, he does not follow Shakespeare or Aristotle’s rules in writing 

tragedies yet he is successful in imitating life. He is successful in depicting human 

pathos. He is popular in creating new form of tragedy. He defines what he sees 

with pessimistic approach and he is master in it. We cannot say that his tragedies 

are defected but it is his style of writing. Indeed, it make him a successful 

tragedian of Victorian period. 

THANK  YOU 
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