CHOOSE a novel in which your initial impression of a character has to be reconsidered as the novel progresses.

Explain how the novelist creates the initial impression, and go on to discuss how the reconsideration affected your view of the novel as a whole.




STUDENT  DID THIS IN 45 MINS
NO TEXT


initial imp

-

sullen/uncommunicative 

· drunk

· misogyny

· failure to accept responsiblity

· pride

· impulsive

· honour

reconsidered 
-

woman hater BUT marries S and 





sees L as wife   (DUTY)

· EJ  -  rocky but  “pinpoint of light” 

As a whole 

-
UNFORGETTABLE CHARACTER




- 
what theme ?      women /social exps 

In Thomas Hardy’s novel, “The Mayor of Casterbridge”, the author creates a powerful initial impression of the eponymous hero, Michael Henchard.  Through the events of the opening chapters, which form a prologue to the main storyline, Hardy presents us with a boorish, reckless and impulsive young man, for whom we feel little sympathy, but possibly enormous dislike.  However, the novel’s title page informs us that we are to be presented with “The Life and Death of a Man of Character” and it is the masterly characterization of Henchard, as he plummets from the pinnacle of society to the depths of despair that makes us reconsider our initial impression. Hardy also employs Henchard as a vehicle for exploring themes such as social expectations and the role of women, thus  affecting  my view of the novel as a whole.

Set in Casterbridge, a prosperous county town, during the early days of the Industrial Revolution, the novel presents us with an unforgettable main character – a tragic hero, whose decline from prosperity to despair forms the basis for the plot with its twists and intrigues, involving deceit, conflict and love.

Our first meeting with Henchard does not bode well.  Walking along with his wife and young daughter, he is presented as sullen and boorish.  His “taciturnity was unbroken” – word choice which conveys a dourness in his manner – and the young couple have  about them an aspect of “stale familiarity”, with connotations of a relationship which lacks mutual appreciation.  Indeed, his wife seems to accept his “ignoring silence” as a matter of course.

These early descriptions are reinforced when we see Henchard over-indulge in furmity laced with rum, when, spurred on to a “brilliantly quarrelsome” mood, he impulsively and recklessly auctions his wife to the highest bidder.

It is in this appalling key incident that his misogyny is clearly established.  He rants about marriage as “the ruin of good men by bad wives” and claims he would not repeat his mistake – “if I were a free man again”.  The bitter tone he employs here conveys his antipathy towards his wife, and implies that he views himself as a prisoner in the marriage. 

Fuelled by rum, he embarks on a reckless auction of wife and child, demanding:

“Will any Jack Rag or Tom Straw among ye buy my goods?”

This word choice clearly demonstrates that he views women as merely his property, with which he can do business without regard to the feelings of these women.  This impulsive act results in Susan and Elizabeth Jane being bought for five guineas by a sailor.

This incident firmly establishes some of Henchard’s negative traits – his misogyny, recklessness, and dependence on alcohol.  As if these were not enough, his thoughts on the morning following this event, when he wakens from a drunken stupor, introduce further weaknesses. His initial thought is shocking:


“ Did I tell anyone my name?”

Clearly he is concerned about public scandal, as such atrocious conduct would be socially unacceptable, and it is this that introduces another of the main themes, that of social expectation.

However, his next reaction is even more shocking, as he mutters:

“Tis like Susan to be so simple! Why didn’t she know better than to bring me into such disgrace!” 

His accusatory tone here is disgraceful, as his outburst suggests that he is unwilling to accept responsibility for his own appalling actions.

Having aroused our antipathy towards Henchard, the author then surprises us by suggesting that the young man might have some redeeming features, when Henchard repents his actions and goes to a church to take a vow of abstinence for twenty years – his age at the time.

Hardy employs a time shift of eighteen years to speed the plot forward, enabling Susan and the child to return to Henchard when he is at the peak of his social and financial standing, and it is their return which sparks off a chain of events which invite us to reconsider our initial impression.

In the ensuing events, Henchard’s misogyny is still evident: he admits to Farfrae that he is



“ something of a woman – hater”

Nevertheless, this misogyny is tempered by his actions towards Susan, as he arranges for them to re-marry, albeit through a sense of duty.  A ritual courtship is established, as they must keep to the rules of social expectations by “starting genteel”.  This attitude of duty towards women is also seen in his relationship with the flighty Lucetta.  Their conduct in Jersey had damaged her reputation, and he endeavours to set matters right by marrying her.  It could be argued that each of these relationships is doomed to failure, as in both cases he claims responsibility, saying:



“I ought to do it”

By meeting social expectations, Henchard brings pain upon himself but at least he is attempting to treat the women appropriately and this aspect of my reconsideration increases my sympathy for him, as he is now more willing to accept responsibility for his actions.

Similarly, his recklessness is developed in such a way as to engender our

sympathy rather than our disgust.  He employs Farfrae on a whim, but does so partly to alleviate his own loneliness; he humiliates Abel Whittle in a fit of temper, but we learn that he had kept Abel’s mother in coals and snuff the previous winter,” suggesting a core of kindness in him.

But it is perhaps the core of honour, hinted at in our initial encounter with Henchard,  that contributes most to  our reconsideration of his character.  The sale of his wife comes back to haunt him, when the furmity woman exposes his dark secret to a court in which he was sitting in judgement over her, and he admits to this socially unacceptable act, knowing that his reputation will be wrecked.

Facing bankruptcy, he insists on selling even his watch, and giving the proceeds and his small change to a creditor.

Finally, the young man who worried about revealing his name to a crowd of drunken revellers is reduced to a broken wreck, physically, emotionally and financially.  He dies soon after writing a will, which climaxes in a final statement of awful nihilism:



“and that no man remember me”

The bleak tone of his will, in which he gives a list of negative commands, shows that he is, at the end, completely without pride.

Thus, through skilful characterization and exploration of major themes, Hardy has brought his tragic hero to the end of his life.  We have had to reconsider an initial impression, and in so doing have found our sympathies increasingly engaged for this complex character who created such a negative impression.
Henchard wrote in his will:



“ let no man remember me”

However, it is my view that Hardy’s tragic hero can never be forgotten and it is this towering figure, caught up in the demands of his society that affects my view of the novel.

Student  could have chosen a better theme.     Any suggestions?    

