“The Mayor of Casterbridge” – model essay

TASK:

“Minor characters need not be unimportant.”

Choose one minor but important character from a novel.

Give a brief account of his or her part in the plot, and show how important he or she is to the novel as a whole.

One minor but important character is Susan Henchard, the wife of the eponymous hero in Thomas Hardy’s novel, “The Mayor of Casterbridge.”

She appears briefly at the beginning of the novel, at an agricultural fair, when her drunken  husband sells her, along with their baby daughter, to a sailor, with whom Susan vanishes. Henchard’s remorse over his actions leads him to take a vow of abstinence for twenty years, and it is towards the end of that period that Susan returns to his life.  Having appeared briefly at the start of the story, Susan now spends only a short time in Casterbridge before her death.  Nevertheless, her impact on the characters and events of the novel is substantial.  She is particularly remarkable for illustrating some of the novel’s major themes, and for her contribution to the plot.

One of  Susan’s main roles is as a vehicle for the exploration of one of the novel’s main themes – the role of women in contemporary society.   The very fact that she goes along with the sale suggests that she accepts her role as a subservient being to her husband.  In his drunken state, Henchard refers to her as his “goods”, and she refers to him as her “owner”, examples of Hardy’s word choice which demonstrate their shared view of her inferiority.

The status of women as inferior is reinforced by this same device when, once established in Henchard’s home, the two women – Susan and Elizabeth-Jane – “scarcely made a perceptible addition to its contents.”

Hardy also uses Susan to explore the theme of social expectations.  Susan’s motives for returning to Henchard are two-fold – firstly, to secure a better life for Elizabeth-Jane, but also because “the propriety of returning to him, if he lived, was unquestionable.”  This bleak prospect goes some way to engaging the reader’s sympathy for Susan.  Much of the drama surrounding Susan’s return to Casterbridge is caused by the necessity for maintaining secrecy, as the true history of their relationship would cause outrage if it were to become public knowledge.  Indeed, their first meeting takes place at the Ring, a setting appropriately familiar with “furtive intrigues”, because Henchard, as the triply impressive “man, mayor and church warden”, has “a reputation to keep up…” and cannot “invite her to his house until some definite course had been decided on.” 

Hardy also uses Susan to examine the role of Fate in human existence.  This element of Susan’s role is seen on her first appearance in the novel, when we read:

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

Hardy’s choice of adjectives establishes Susan as a pessimistic character.  Also, by personifying Time and Chance, he suggests that these elements are a living force with a permanent role in Susan’s life.  This is reinforced throughout the novel in key incidentsof the plot.  For example, it is the cruel irony of Michael getting drunk in the supposedly safe furmity tent that starts off the catalogue of misery; Susan does her best to live harmoniously with the sailor, but is not permitted to enjoy life with him after a neighbour points out that her relationship is unacceptable; and she has only a brief spell with Henchard – who remarries her out of a sense of “duty” – before she dies.

A further theme illustrated by Susan is that of the insignificance of the individual.  This is seen in two particular instances:  firstly, when Susan dies, the events surrounding her death are relayed by Mrs Cuxsom, one of the urban chorus.  She recounts the list of Susan’s last wishes:

“when I’m gone, and my last breath’s blowed, look in the top drawer…and you’ll find all my coffin clothes…”

The pathos in this scene is immense, as the black humour unfolds: the characters have ignored Susan’s request that the pennies, used to close her eyes, should be buried – indeed, Christopher Coney has dug them up to spend on drink.

In life, Susan was shown little respect; in death, she joins the dead of centuries in the graveyard:

“Mrs Henchard’s dust mingled with the dust of women who lay ornamented with glass hairpins and amber necklaces, and men who held in their mouths the coins of Hadrian, Posthumus and the Constantines.”

The vastness of time is seen as an immense backdrop, against which the individual’s existence is very brief.

As well as illustrating aspects of theme, Susan also plays a major part in the plot of the novel.  Indeed, she acts as a catalyst for many of the important actions of other characters.  It is the “extreme simplicity of her intellect” which sees her sold to the sailor, instigating Henchard’s vow of temperance and rise to prominence; it is through her eyes in the role of character as observer that we see Henchard for the first time after a gap of eighteen years, and, like Susan, we are dazzled by the lexicon of light in his appearance, with “flashing eye” and “diamond studs.”  On her return to Casterbridge, it is through her letters that vital aspects of the plot develop.  For example, it is she who writes the notes to Farfrae and Elizabeth-Jane, instigating a “warmth” between them; but an even more striking use of this epistolary form is the letter she writes on her death-bed, with the instructions that it should not be opened “until Elizabeth-Jane’s wedding day.”  It is this letter which reveals to Henchard that he is not, after all, Elizabeth-Jane’s father, and the irony of Hardy’s timing at this point is remarkable, as Henchard has just that evening revealed to Elizabeth what he thinks is this secret.

In conclusion, Susan Henchard is a naïve and simple woman who fully engages the reader’s sympathy.  Only her daughter loves or respects her, and she has been, as she says in her final letter, “deeply wronged.”  Her time in the novel is limited, but her impact is extensive. 

