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Thomas Hardy's Mayor of Casterbridge is a captivating Victorian novel that
explores the complexities of human nature, fate, and social class.
Published in 1886, the novel follows the rise and fall of Michael Henchard,
a self-made man whose tragic flaws ultimately lead to his downfall.

This comprehensive SparkNotes Literature Guide provides an in-depth
analysis of Mayor of Casterbridge, offering:
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Plot Summary

The novel opens with a scene of desperation: Michael Henchard, a
drunken hay-trusser, sells his wife Susan and their infant daughter
Elizabeth-Jane at a country fair. He deeply regrets his actions the next
morning, but Susan and Elizabeth-Jane are gone. Years later, Henchard
has become a prosperous corn merchant and the mayor of Casterbridge.
He is a respected figure in the community, but his past haunts him.

When Susan and Elizabeth-Jane unexpectedly return, Henchard's life is
thrown into turmoil. Elizabeth-Jane is now a beautiful and intelligent young
woman, and Henchard is determined to make amends for his past
mistakes. However, his efforts are thwarted by his own flaws: his pride, his
jealousy, and his inability to forgive himself.

As Henchard's relationships with those around him unravel, his life spirals
downward. He loses the respect of the community, his business fails, and
he is ultimately driven to ruin. The novel ends with Henchard's death, a
tragic figure who is both a victim of fate and his own shortcomings.

Character Analysis

Michael Henchard

Michael Henchard is a complex and contradictory figure. He is a self-made
man who has achieved success through hard work and determination.
However, he is also flawed, tormented by his past actions and his inability
to forgive himself. Henchard is a proud and stubborn man, and his flaws
ultimately lead to his downfall.

Susan Henchard



Susan Henchard is a kind and gentle woman who has been deeply
wronged by her husband. She is a victim of circumstance, but she also
shows great resilience in the face of adversity. Susan's strength and
compassion are ultimately her salvation.

Elizabeth-Jane Henchard

Elizabeth-Jane Henchard is a beautiful and intelligent young woman who is
caught between her parents' past and her own future. She is a symbol of
hope and redemption, but she also represents the fragility of human
relationships.

Major Themes

Fate and Free Will

Mayor of Casterbridge explores the tension between fate and free will.
Henchard is a victim of circumstance, but he also makes choices that
contribute to his downfall. The novel suggests that human beings are not
entirely masters of their own destinies, but that they also have the power to
shape their own lives.

Social Class

Social class plays a significant role in Mayor of Casterbridge. Henchard is a
self-made man, but he is still haunted by his humble origins. The novel
explores the ways in which social class can shape people's lives and
relationships.

Redemption

Mayor of Casterbridge is a novel about redemption. Henchard is a deeply
flawed character, but he also shows moments of great compassion and



generosity. The novel suggests that redemption is possible, even for those
who have made terrible mistakes.

Symbolism and Imagery

Hardy uses symbolism and imagery throughout Mayor of Casterbridge to
create a rich and evocative world. Some of the most important symbols in
the novel include:

The cornfield: The cornfield is a symbol of Henchard's wealth and
prosperity. It is also a symbol of his pride and his desire for control.

The furmity woman: The furmity woman is a symbol of fate. She
appears at key moments in Henchard's life, and her presence often
foreshadows tragedy.

The hanged man: The hanged man is a symbol of Henchard's guilt
and his fear of punishment.

Mayor of Casterbridge is a masterpiece of Victorian literature. It is a
complex and challenging novel that explores the complexities of human
nature, fate, and social class. This SparkNotes Literature Guide provides
an in-depth analysis of the novel's plot, characters, themes, and
symbolism, offering a valuable resource for students and literature
enthusiasts alike.
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