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Introduction

In January 1928, Thomas Hardy was buried not once, but twice. For 
whilst his family and friends wanted Hardy to be buried in the  parish 

of Stinsford, near Dorchester, in the same grave as his fi rst wife, Emma, 
his executor insisted that he should be interred in Poets’ Corner in 
Westminster Abbey. The fi nal resting place of the great  novelist and 
poet, aged 87 when he died, was therefore a site of anxiety and debate 
every bit as controversial as much of his work had been across his car-
eer, and in the end a compromise was reached with Hardy’s heart being 
taken for burial in Stinsford and his remaining ashes being placed next 
to those of Charles Dickens and Robert Browning in the revered space 
of Poets’ Corner.

As the popular poet Alfred Noyes (1880–1958) commented in his 
obituary of Hardy in the Guardian, however, this public ceremony in 
Westminster Abbey – which was attended by literary celebrities as 
diverse as Rudyard Kipling, George Bernard Shaw, Virginia Woolf, 
A.E. Housman and J.M. Barrie, as well as the Prime Minister Stanley 
Baldwin – was itself something of an anomaly for a man who had 
spent much of his life questioning the very existence of God and 
who had repeatedly suggested, from as early as his 1866 poem ‘Hap’, 
that the  universe is driven not by a benevolent spirit but by those 
indiff erent forces which he termed ‘Crass Causality’ and ‘purblind 
Doomsters’. Indeed, as Noyes wrote, highlighting the ambiguities of 
the situation:

■ It was the funeral of a man who had been loaded with earthly honours 
for his exposition of their emptiness and for his affi rmation that they never 
came to those who deserved them. It was the funeral in the central shrine 
of this country of a man who had renounced all hope both for himself and 
for the race [ ... ]. And his own sense of emptiness of these things seemed 
to chill the whole ceremony. It was – for most of those present – a ritual, 
a temporal tribute, the best that an essentially pagan intellectualism could 
offer in an externally Christian country.1 □

For Noyes, then, Hardy’s funeral in Westminster Abbey was a  ceremony 
which ‘defi ed all logic, and illustrated the intellectual and religious 
confusions of our time’, and yet in many ways it also served as a fi tting 
illustration of that inability of the establishment to categorize and place 
Hardy which had dogged him throughout his career.
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2 THE MAYOR OF CASTERBRIDGE AND JUDE THE OBSCURE

As has often been argued, Hardy occupies a unique position in  literary 
history as both a major Victorian novelist and a major  twentieth-century 
poet. Born on 2 June 1840 in rural Higher Bockhampton, just three 
years after Victoria came to the throne, he would live through the 
Crimean War (1853–6), Boer Wars (1880–1, 1899–1902) and First 
World War (1914–18), see the invention of the internal combustion 
engine, the telephone and cinematography, and witness the Irish  famine 
(1846–51), Italian and German unifi cation, the scramble for Africa and 
the  campaigns of the suff ragettes. His own novels from the 1870s to the 
1890s would repeatedly break new ground by their  challenge to conven-
tional thinking on gender, sexuality, religion, class and the  individual 
in the modern world, whilst his poetry would help establish a new 
 tradition which would be highly infl uential on  twentieth-century poets 
such as W.H. Auden (1907–73), Louis MacNeice (1907–63), Philip 
Larkin (1922–85) and Seamus Heaney (born 1939). By all accounts, 
then, Hardy stands as a principal fi gure in the transition from Victorian 
to modernist aesthetics.

As the son of a builder and stonemason, Hardy was educated locally 
in Dorset before being articled to a Dorchester architect, John Hicks, at 
the age of sixteen. Architecture would be Hardy’s fi rst major career and, 
as a number of critics have noted, his training as an architect meant that 
he was particularly alert to history, art, structure and form, concerns 
which would become central to his writings overall. During this period 
of his life, Hardy would learn to balance his architectural career with 
a commitment to intellectual development and authorship, forming in 
the late-1850s an important friendship with Horace Moule (1832?–73), 
a classical scholar, critic and sometime reviewer for the Saturday Review, 
who introduced him to new and challenging ideas, including the work 
of Charles Darwin (1809–82) and the notorious Essays and Reviews of 
1860 which attacked established religious doctrine. When, in 1862, 
Hardy moved to London to work with the architect Arthur Blomfi eld, 
he continued to educate himself by reading widely and also began regu-
larly to write poetry. Indeed, a reference in the posthumously published 
Life of Thomas Hardy (1928–30) refers to Hardy’s routine at this point as 
‘a life twisted of three strands – the professional life, the scholar’s life, 
and the rustic life, combined in the twenty-four hours of one day’.2

Poetry would remain Hardy’s fi rst love throughout his life but real-
izing the diffi  culty of becoming fi nancially secure from being a poet, 
he began to write fi ction soon after his return to Dorset in 1867. His 
fi rst attempted novel, The Poor Man and the Lady, the title of which 
indicates that concern with economics and class relations which would 
become a consistent strand in his writings throughout this career, was 
rejected by the publisher Chapman and Hall, but the publisher’s reader, 
the novelist and poet George Meredith (1828–1909), encouraged Hardy 
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to write a narrative with a stronger plot and in 1871 his fi rst  published 
novel, Desperate Remedies, appeared. This was followed, year by year, 
by Under the Greenwood Tree (1872), A Pair of Blue Eyes (1873), and Far 
From the Madding Crowd (1874), clearly produced at a phenomenal rate 
of  writing. Of these, Far From the Madding Crowd was Hardy’s fi rst real 
 success and with it he established the semi-fi ctional rural world of 
Wessex, the setting for his following ten novels. Although sometimes 
thought of – particularly in the popular imagination – as some idyllic 
pastoral environment, Hardy’s Wessex depicts the often harsh realities 
of agricultural life in the early to mid-Victorian period, the dynamics 
of rural existence and class confl ict, and the impact of the great social 
and intellectual upheavals of the nineteenth century.

The new literary and fi nancial success brought about by Far From the 
Madding Crowd allowed Hardy both to give up his architectural work 
to concentrate on writing and to marry his fi rst wife, Emma Lavinia 
Giff ord (1840–1912), who he had met in 1870 whilst visiting St Juliot in 
Cornwall for a church restoration project (Emma was the sister-in-law 
of the vicar there). Their marriage, however, was marred by disagree-
ments, tensions over the lack of children, and increasing alienation, 
although throughout all this Hardy continued to write and to establish 
his name as a major novelist of the period. In 1876 he published The 
Hand of Ethelberta and two years later, in 1878, one of his major tragic 
novels, The Return of the Native appeared. This was followed, over the 
next fi ve years by three lesser known and, in terms of criticism, less 
well-studied novels, The Trumpet Major (1880), A Laodicean (1881) and 
Two on a Tower (1882).

During the 1870s and early 1880s, the Hardys spent several long 
periods in London, particularly in the Tooting area, but in 1885 they 
returned to Dorset permanently to live at Max Gate, the house that 
Hardy had himself designed and which was built by his brother. It was 
at this point in time that Hardy can be said to have entered his major 
writing period, producing those novels on which, in many quarters, 
his reputation rests. In 1886 he published his great tragedy, The Mayor 
of Casterbridge: The Life and Death of a Man of Character, and then, in the 
following year, The Woodlanders, his study of agricultural labour in a 
post-Darwinian world. Two volumes of strong and impressive short 
stories followed – Wessex Tales (1888) and A Group of Noble Dames 
(1891) – before Hardy entered that fi nal period of novel writing that saw 
him increasingly courting controversy and moral criticism. The pub-
lication of Tess of the D’Urbervilles in 1891, with its emphasis on female 
sexuality, religious hypocrisy and murder, caused a scandal amongst 
conservative late-Victorian readers, and whilst The Pursuit of the Well-
Beloved (serialized 1892; published in volume form 1897)  lessened the 
condemnation, the publication in 1895 of what is eff ectively Hardy’s 
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4 THE MAYOR OF CASTERBRIDGE AND JUDE THE OBSCURE

fi nal novel, Jude the Obscure, saw Hardy vilifi ed by many critics and 
reviewers. Indeed, as many commentators have emphasized, it was this 
vilifi cation which was one of the major factors in Hardy’s decision to 
stop writing novels altogether, although his now economically secure 
situation also had considerable infl uence on the decision.

For the remaining thirty years of his life, then, Hardy devoted  himself 
principally to his fi rst love, poetry. Interestingly, he would write in the 
Life of Thomas Hardy of his sense in the late 1890s that poetry off ered 
a greater opportunity to speak freely and openly of those subjects and 
concerns (such as his views on living in a godless universe) which would 
be furiously condemned by critics if he wrote about them in prose:

■ Poetry. Perhaps I can express more fully in verse ideas and emotions 
which run counter to the inert crystallized opinion – hard as a rock – which 
the vast body of men have vested interests in supporting. To cry out in a 
 passionate poem that (for instance) the Supreme Mover or Movers, the 
Prime Force or Forces, must be either limited in power, unknowing, or 
cruel – which is obvious enough, and has been for centuries – will cause 
them merely a shake of the head; but to put it in argumentative prose will 
make them sneer, or foam, and set all the literary contortionists jumping 
upon me, a harmless agnostic, as if I were a clamorous atheist, which 
in their crass illiteracy they seem to think is the same thing [ ... ] If Galileo 
had said in verse that the world moved, the Inquisition might have let him 
alone.3 □

In all, Hardy wrote nearly a thousand poems, many of them  characterized 
by a sparse, direct style and focusing on issues to do with the  natural 
world, lost love, the decline of religious faith, and a sense of exile 
and alienation. In 1898 he published Wessex Poems and Other Verses, a 
 collection of some of his most well-known poems dating back as far as 
the 1860s, which was then followed in 1901 by Poems of the Past and the 
Present and, in 1904, the fi rst part of his epic verse drama on Napoleon, 
The Dynasts (parts two and three were published in 1906 and 1908 
respectively). A further volume, Time’s Laughingstocks and Other Verses, 
was published in 1909 and the following year Hardy was awarded the 
prestigious Order of Merit, having previously refused a knighthood.

During this period, relations with Emma deteriorated to the state 
where she and Hardy were eff ectively separated although living in the 
same house. The couple were still estranged at the time of her death in 
November 1912, but the loss engendered tremendous grief in Hardy 
which found expression in some of his most beautiful and poignant 
love poetry, collected together as Poems 1912–13. Certainly this collec-
tion includes some of Hardy’s most well known and widely antholo-
gized poems such as ‘The Going’, ‘The Voice’, ‘After a Journey’ and 
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‘Beeny Cliff ’. Nevertheless, within two years, in February 1914, Hardy 
 married his second wife, Florence Emily Dugdale (1879–1937), who 
was thirty-nine years his junior and who had been a close friend since 
1905 and his secretary since 1912. Their relationship was one of mutual 
support and devotion, and Hardy continued to write and publish a wide 
variety of works, including Satires of Circumstance (1914), Selected Poems 
(1916), Moments of Vision and Miscellaneous Verses (1917), and Late Lyrics 
and Earlier (1922). He also wrote the Life of Thomas Hardy which was 
 published posthumously under Florence’s name in 1928–30 and which 
has remained an invaluable source of insight into Hardy’s thinking 
across his career. Certainly by the time of his death in 1928, Hardy was 
recognized as a major literary fi gure, a writer who had greatly infl u-
enced the development of the novel in terms of both form and content, 
and a poet who had had considerable impact on the development of 
twentieth-century poetics.

THE MAYOR OF CASTERBRIDGE: 
COMPOSITION, PUBLICATION, CONCERNS

This Reader’s Guide to Essential Criticism focuses specifi cally on 
two of Hardy’s most important and challenging novels: The Mayor of 
Casterbridge and Jude the Obscure. The Mayor of Casterbridge, along with 
The Woodlanders, was Hardy’s major novel of the 1880s and like many 
of his fi ctional works has an intriguing and slippery composition and 
publication history. According to the Life, Hardy began writing Mayor 
in 1884 and fi nished the manuscript on 17 April 1885. The text was 
 published in the Graphic magazine in weekly parts from 2 January 
to 15 May 1886 – a standard publication practice in the nineteenth 
 century – and a two-volume book edition was subsequently brought 
out by the publishers Smith, Elder (the publishers of Charlotte Brontë’s 
work earlier in the century) in May 1886. Preparation of the book 
 version allowed Hardy to undertake what he perceived to be a num-
ber of important and necessary revisions, since he felt that the process 
of  serialization had caused considerable damage to the original work. 
Indeed, as the Life records:

■ It was a story which Hardy fancied he had damaged more recklessly as 
an artistic whole, in the interest of the newspaper in which it appeared seri-
ally, than perhaps any other of his novels, his aiming to get an incident into 
almost every week’s part causing him in his own judgment to add events 
to the narrative somewhat too freely.4 □

With the demands of weekly publication – the need for continual action 
and events as well as the perpetual cliff hanger to keep the audience 
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6 THE MAYOR OF CASTERBRIDGE AND JUDE THE OBSCURE

interested and returning for more – Hardy clearly felt that the  credibility 
of the narrative had been strained. Consequently, as several critics have 
demonstrated, he made some highly signifi cant changes for the fi rst 
book edition. As Michael Millgate notes, for example, along with 
the increased sexual frankness of the book version –  serialization had 
demanded, amongst other things, that Henchard’s aff air with Lucetta 
in Jersey was altered to become a marriage which Henchard entered 
into because he thought that he was no longer married to Susan – the 
narrative of the volume version overall is far more cogent and cohesive 
and suggests much greater plausibility and skill in characterization. The 
result, as Millgate astutely argues, is an increased sense of the novelist’s 
power:

■ When The Mayor of Casterbridge was published, more than three and a 
half years had passed since the appearance of the fi rst edition of Two on a 
Tower in October 1882. Though stories and other minor pieces had been 
written and published during these years, the interval, quite unprecedented 
at this point in his career, provided Hardy with an opportunity virtually to 
reconstruct himself as a novelist upon a new basis. The semi-romances of 
the early 1880s were now left sternly behind; the idea of Wessex, hitherto 
only vaguely perceived, became clear and concrete; and Hardy emerged 
in The Mayor of Casterbridge as a conscious artist with an altogether richer 
conception of the novel form and a fi rmer grasp of its techniques.5 □

Indeed, The Mayor of Casterbridge has always been one of Hardy’s most 
widely admired, studied and critically debated novels and saw Hardy 
emerging, as Millgate here suggests, at the height of his powers. The 
narrative opens both shockingly and intriguingly with the journeyman 
Michael Henchard’s sale of his wife and daughter to the sailor Newson, 
following his inebriation on the illicit goods supplied by the furmity 
woman at the fair in Weydon-Priors. Unsurprisingly, this scene has 
been subject to much critical discussion and has been read as both some 
kind of repressed fantasy which allows Henchard to sever all familial 
and fi nancial ties, and the off ence against the moral and social orders for 
which he will spend the rest of his life atoning. Indeed, the following 
day, when he comes to his senses, Henchard swears the vow to forsake 
alcohol for twenty years which then becomes his defi ning characteristic 
for much of the novel.

Interestingly – and innovatively in terms of structure – the narrative 
then shifts to the 1840s with Susan returning to Casterbridge eighteen 
years after the wife-sale and discovering that Henchard has risen in 
professional stature to become both mayor and magistrate of the town. 
This places the action of the main part of the text in the years imme-
diately before the repeal of the Corn Laws, that protectionist policy 
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established to safeguard home produce from foreign competition. As 
Hardy notes in Chapter 26 of the novel, this was a time when

■ as from the earliest ages, the wheat quotations from month to month 
depended entirely upon the home harvest. A bad harvest, or the prospect 
of one, would double the price of corn in a few weeks; and the promise 
of a good yield would lower it as rapidly. Prices were like the roads of the 
period, steep in gradient, refl ecting in their phases the local conditions, 
without engineering, levellings, or averages.6 □

Feeling the pressure of running his corn business under these  circumstances, 
Henchard takes on Donald Farfrae as manager, a Scotsman who is pass-
ing through Casterbridge on his way to  emigrate to Canada – a histor-
ically accurate scenario according to Douglas Brown (1962): see Chapter 
Three of this Guide – and who possesses the  ability to cure Henchard’s 
grown wheat. As many critics have pointed out, Farfrae becomes a sym-
bol of new, modern agricultural and  managerial practices as he promises 
to turn Henchard’s business around before  proceeding to become his 
rival. As Farfrae systematically deprives Henchard of his business, his 
money, his status as mayor and, eventually, his  family, Henchard clings 
in vain to a traditional and  pre-industrial feudal  culture, seeking help 
from weather prophets and, in failing to understand the basic concepts 
of supply and demand, depending solely upon his good name to keep 
himself afl oat.

As the wealth of criticism on this great novel indicates, the 
 construction of Henchard is one of the most impressive representa-
tions of a divided man and a split personality in Hardy’s fi ction and, 
 arguably, Victorian literature generally. Signifi cantly the novel is the 
fi rst of Hardy’s works to be named after the protagonist and carries the 
important subtitle, ‘The Life and Death of a Man of Character’ (my italics). 
Certainly Henchard’s character is highly complex as he is torn between 
a strong temper – what the narrator terms the ‘unruly  volcanic stuff  
beneath the rind’ – and a constant need for aff ection and  acceptance. 
Often childlike and with a tendency to castigate himself for his actions, 
Henchard’s character is the driving force of both the novel and, many 
critics argue, his tragedy. For this ‘man of moods, glooms and supersti-
tions’, as the narrator defi nes him, is constantly undergoing vast emo-
tional swings which makes him a fascinating study not only for critics 
working with humanist and psychoanalytic approaches but also those 
drawing upon Marxism, masculinity and gender studies, and various 
strands of postmodern thought.7

As a social milieu, Casterbridge itself – with which Henchard is 
so keenly identifi ed – is depicted in astonishing detail. The town 
 geography is carefully laid out by Hardy with the market square at 
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8 THE MAYOR OF CASTERBRIDGE AND JUDE THE OBSCURE

the centre – the key focus of both business and personal tensions as a 
number of critics have argued – and the three hostelries of the King’s 
Head, the Three Mariners and Peter’s Finger clearly marking out the 
class divisions of Casterbridge society. For behind the civic  buildings 
and reputable businesses lies the dark underbelly of Mixen Lane 
where, the narrator tells us:

■ Vice ran freely in and out certain of the doors of the neighbourhood; 
recklessness dwelt under the roof with the crooked chimney; shame in 
some bow-windows; theft (in times of privation) in the thatched and mud-
walled houses by the sallows. Even slaughter had not been altogether 
unknown here.8 □

Certainly the town is divided upon all kinds of class and social lines 
with the working-class locals representing, as a number of critics have 
suggested, both a modern version of the classical chorus in ancient 
Greek tragedy commenting on the actions of their leaders, and a form 
of alternative judge and jury in the prosecution of the skimmity ride 
which brings Henchard to a new awareness of himself and Lucetta to 
her death. And then further outside the thriving market town lies the 
amphitheatre, the relic of an ancient and dark Roman past which serves 
to suggest that history – both personal and political – is never escap-
able, as is evidenced by the constant disruptive returns from the past of 
Susan, Elizabeth-Jane, Newson and Lucetta.

The tragedy of Henchard – which throughout raises questions 
 concerning fate and freewill and whether Henchard is the plaything of 
the gods as in classical tragedy or the victim of his own  character – is 
founded upon personal and political decline and that series of rapid 
losses which eventually pushes him to both physical and psychological 
alienation in the fi nal scenes in the cottage on Egdon Heath, scenes 
which recall King Lear’s exclusion on the heath in Shakespeare’s play 
(c. 1605). In relocating to the landscape that had been so important 
in Hardy’s previous novel, The Return of the Native, Henchard dies at 
the margins of society, leaving the will which asks that he remains as 
estranged in death as he has been in life. In terms of the Darwinian 
thinking with which Hardy was suff used, then, Henchard fails to 
 survive because he cannot adapt to new circumstances, whilst Farfrae 
wins out since he is, in eff ect, the fi ttest. Indeed, one reading of the 
close of this text is that Farfrae and Elizabeth-Jane’s wedding repre-
sents the union of those fi gures who have new positive ideas and new 
positive views of the future.

The Mayor of Casterbridge is a phenomenally powerful text on many 
levels and as such can be read from a wide variety of perspectives, as this 
Guide demonstrates. Moreover, writing the novel helped Hardy come 
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to a new understanding of both tragedy and the role of the artist, for 
as he wrote in his diary two days after fi nishing Mayor: ‘The business 
of the poet and novelist is to show the sorriness underlying the greatest 
things, and the grandeur underlying the sorriest things.’9 Certainly this 
was the philosophy which became the foundation of those major novels 
that form Hardy’s greatest writing after The Mayor of Casterbridge: The 
Woodlanders, Tess of the D’Urbervilles and, arguably to a far greater degree 
than any other, Jude the Obscure.

JUDE THE OBSCURE: COMPOSITION, 
PUBLICATION, CONCERNS

In many ways Jude is the culmination of Hardy’s novel-writing career, 
not only for its being the fi nal novel he wrote but also for its unrelenting 
confrontation with conservative thinking and established institutions. 
Indeed, by 1883 Hardy had already expressed the need for a novelist to 
be committed to independence of thought in his life and work:

■ In future I am not going to praise things because the accumulated 
remarks of ages say they are great and good, if those accumulated 
remarks are not based on observation. And I am not going to condemn 
things because a pile of accepted views raked together from tradition, and 
acquired by instillation, say antecedently that they are bad.10 □

Ten years later, the writing of Jude the Obscure would see Hardy putting 
this standpoint into practice at its most uncompromising and, as the fi rst 
chapter of this Guide demonstrates, having to face the consequences 
when the reviews started to appear.

According to the Preface accompanying the fi rst edition of Jude, 
Hardy began making notes for the novel in 1887, before he started 
the writing of Tess of the D’Urbervilles. In 1890, he wrote out what 
he terms the ‘scheme’ of the text and then constructed the complete 
 narrative in outline form during 1892–3. The novel was then written 
in full from August 1893 and was with the publisher by the end of 
1894, although the fi nal manuscript date of March 1895 suggests that 
Hardy spent an additional number of months editing the script. It was 
a text, therefore, over which Hardy spent considerable time – eight 
years in all – thinking, drafting, redrafting, and fi nally bringing to 
fruition.

As with The Mayor of Casterbridge and most of Hardy’s other fi ctional 
works, Jude the Obscure fi rst emerged in serial form, appearing in Harper’s 
New Monthly Magazine under the initial title of The Simpletons for the 
fi rst installment and the alternative title Hearts Insurgent for subsequent 
installments. But if serialization had made demands on Hardy’s work 
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10 THE MAYOR OF CASTERBRIDGE AND JUDE THE OBSCURE

with The Mayor of Casterbridge, it was to be far more demanding with 
Jude. Harper’s had agreed to take the work in principle in 1893 on the 
condition that the story should be ‘in every respect suitable for a  family 
magazine’,11 yet the resulting manuscript was viewed as anything but 
and Harper’s  consequently insisted upon many scenes being rewritten or 
removed  altogether,  particularly those to do with the depiction of sex. 
When  serialization began in December 1894, then, many of the scenes 
with Arabella – such as the scene where she teases Jude by putting the 
bantam egg in her cleavage, the pig-killing scene, and the scene where 
she and Jude later sleep together in Aldbrickham upon her return from 
Australia – had been taken out. Arabella’s tricking Jude into marriage 
through her pretended pregnancy had also been altered to the pretence 
that a former lover wanted to marry her, whilst Jude and Sue’s natural 
children became adopted to avoid the idea that Sue ever has sex with Jude. 
Further, Sue’s repulsion at sex with Philottson was removed, as was most 
of the direct critique of the marriage question. Much of the impact of 
the plot overall was consequently lost and Hardy’s unhappiness with the 
whole process is clearly evident in his letters and diary notes. In February 
1895, for example, three months into the serialization, he wrote to Grant 
Allen (1848–99), the author of the scandalous novel The Woman Who Did 
(1895): ‘I wish I could send you the real copy of the story I have  written 
for Harper’s, as the form in which it is appearing there is a conventional-
ized one, in many points.’ And in the following month, he wrote more 
urgently to Sir George Douglas: ‘don’t read it in the Magazine, for I have 
been obliged to make many changes, omissions, & glosses. It will be 
restored to its original shape in the volume’.12

This ‘original shape’ was mostly reinstated in the 1895 book version 
published by Osgood, McIlvainie. Appearing under the new title Jude 
the Obscure, which seems to restrict the focus in comparison with the 
serial titles, the text was also accompanied by an important Preface in 
which Hardy specifi cally stated his aims and mounted a defence of his 
subject matter:

■ For a novel addressed by a man to men and women of full age; which 
attempts to deal unaffectedly with the fret and fever, derision and disaster, 
that may press in the wake of the strongest passion known to humanity; to 
tell, without a mincing of words, of a deadly war between fl esh and spirit; 
and to point the tragedy of unfulfi lled aims, I am not aware that there is 
anything in the handling to which exception can be taken.

Like former productions of this pen, Jude the Obscure is simply an 
endeavour to give shape and coherence to a series of seemings, or 
 personal impressions, the question of their consistency or their discord-
ance, of their permanence or their transitoriness, being regarded as not of 
the fi rst moment.13 □
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Whilst Hardy seems to downplay his writing in this second paragraph 
as ‘simply an endeavour’ (my italics) and a ‘series of seemings, or  personal 
impressions’, he nevertheless boldly defends his project in the fi rst para-
graph. Indeed, as Douglas Brown has noted, Hardy wrote in his literary 
notebook that the plot of Jude was ‘something the world ought to be 
shown’.14

Set around the 1860s, Hardy’s last novel is a form of the  bildungsroman, 
the novel of education or development, focusing on the life of Jude 
Fawley from youth to adulthood. As a number of critics have noted, 
this is the only novel of Hardy’s to focus on the protagonist as child and 
these important scenes depict Jude as highly sensitive and full of aspir-
ation, desiring to leave Marygreen and educate himself at Christminster. 
Interestingly, the concern with pastoral which had previously charac-
terized Hardy’s novels and for which he was famous here shifts into an 
increasing concern with the decay of the rural environment and the 
centrality of the urban space in Jude’s life.

The tension between aspiration and reality which underpins Jude is 
fi rst evidenced in the young Jude’s new awareness that scholarship is 
not easy to acquire and that there is no one translation key which will 
allow him to make sense of the Greek and Latin primers he acquires. 
Notwithstanding this hardship, however, he persists with his aims until 
he is seduced by Arabella. Indeed, the clash between Jude’s aspirations 
and the reality of rural life is nowhere more aptly summed up than in 
Arabella’s throwing the pig’s pizzle at Jude’s face when he is engrossed in 
reciting his list of classical authors. Taken in by Arabella’s seductiveness, 
pretence, and false pregnancy, Jude is eff ectively forced to  abandon his 
dreams as the couple enter a state of discordant matrimony. Indeed, the 
anti-marriage sentiment that many critics of the novel were to attack 
comes through strongly here in the narrator’s refl ections on Jude and 
Arabella’s wedding ceremony:

■ And so, standing before the aforesaid offi ciator, the two swore that at 
every other time of their lives they would assuredly believe, feel, and desire 
precisely as they had believed, felt, and desired during the few preceding 
weeks. What was as remarkable as the undertaking itself was the fact that 
nobody seemed at all surprised at what they swore.15 □

Following Arabella’s emigration to Australia, Jude moves to Christminster 
only to fi nd that his pre-conceived image of the place as some divinely 
inspired ‘city of light’ is as illusory as Arabella’s pregnancy. For the uni-
versity at Christminster refuses to open its doors to the likes of Jude and 
barely recognizes his existence; signifi cantly, the imagery of Jude as being 
ghost-like, unseen and eff ectively incorporeal, surrounds him from his 
fi rst evening there (see Part Second, chapter 1). Jude might be recognized 
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by all in Marygreen as being ‘[c]razy for books’, but Christminster 
 banishes him so he remains ‘outside the gates of everything’.16 Indeed, 
the frequent appearance of the policeman in Christminster suggests the 
anxious need of the university to police itself against intrusion from the 
lower classes and to make sure that ambitious fi gures like Jude stay in 
their allotted place as stonemasons rather than seeking entrance to the 
hallowed halls of learning.

Although Jude is the eponymous protagonist of the novel, many 
 critics have suggested that the most complex character of the text is 
actually Sue Bridehead, Jude’s cousin. As succeeding chapters of this 
Guide demonstrate, Sue has been read variously as a model of  liberated 
independence, as a version of the late-Victorian New Woman, and 
as childlike, neurotic, frigid and oppressed. Rejecting conventional 
Christianity, baulking against structures of authority, and fearing what 
she terms the ‘iron contract’ of marriage with its perceived  physical, 
psychological and sexual sacrifi ce to the man,17 Sue seems to defy 
 categorization and remains one of the most ambiguous and complicated 
characters of late-nineteenth-century fi ction. Moreover, her desire for 
liberation on multiple levels, followed by her hideous self-punishment 
after the deaths of her children at the hands of Little Father Time, 
makes her a fascinating study for both psychoanalysis and the indi-
vidual’s relations to structures of power. Certainly Sue has continued 
to hold the attention of critics across the twentieth century and into the 
twenty-fi rst and to spark some ferocious critical debate along the way.

‘Perhaps the world is not illuminated enough for such experiments 
as ours!’, Sue laments to Jude in the closing stages of the novel, ‘Who 
were we, to think we could act as pioneers!’18 As the reviews of Jude 
were to prove (see Chapter One), Sue’s words could apply equally to 
Hardy’s text itself, for many of Hardy’s contemporary readers were 
clearly not prepared for this ‘pioneering’ ‘experiment’ in fi ction and 
consequently reacted in extremely negative ways to its concerns and 
style. Signifi cantly, fi ve years earlier – whilst in the midst of the  process 
of planning Jude – Hardy had published an important essay entitled 
‘Candour in English Fiction’, which condemns what he saw as a dom-
inant puritanical attitude towards contemporary novels. Here, in 
calmly reasoned prose, Hardy attacks the conservative stance of both 
 readers and reviewers which results in restrictions being placed on what 
is  considered ‘acceptable’ fi ction. Drawing attention to the manipula-
tions of magazines and the circulating libraries in promoting what they 
term ‘household reading’, he argues that they impede the development 
of a novel which ‘refl ects and reveals life’, their prudery excluding frank 
discussion of issues such as sexual relations which might be considered 
‘unsuitable’.19 As if seeking to shake up precisely those readers and insti-
tutions he identifi es in ‘Candour in English Fiction’, Hardy eff ectively 
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broke all boundaries with Jude the Obscure by creating a text which 
undermines conventional thinking on issues as diverse as religion and 
morality, law, the institution of marriage, gender relations,  sexuality, 
education and the family. Indeed, as Norman Page has argued, ‘it is 
 diffi  cult to think of another novel of the period in which such a diver-
sity of vital social and intellectual questions [ ... ] [is] so vigorously 
ventilated’.20 Moreover, the novel’s experimentation with form, struc-
ture and generic boundaries, to which a number of critics have pointed, 
also marks Jude as a major precursor of high modernist texts. Certainly 
the novel was, and remains, an extremely powerful conclusion to fi ction 
writing for one of the Victorian period’s most innovative and radical 
writers.

THIS GUIDE

In this Reader’s Guide to Essential Criticism, I have sought to  construct 
a critical history of these two major nineteenth-century novels, The 
Mayor of Casterbridge and Jude the Obscure, from the time of their 
 publication to the present. Neither novel has ever been out of print 
and both continue to be widely read, studied, debated and adapted into 
other media, so the wealth of possible material for inclusion is vast. 
Consequently I have sought to be as wide-ranging and representative as 
possible in the discussion of criticism on the novels, whilst privileging 
those critical analyses which seem the most infl uential and ground-
breaking. Drawing upon monographs on Hardy’s work overall, books 
on individual texts, journal articles, biographies and reviews, I have 
aimed to structure the material in ways which highlight the similar-
ities and diff erences between the reception histories of the two nov-
els, as well as the ways in which they have been read through various 
theoretical frameworks, including liberal humanism, formalism, New 
Criticism, structuralism, Marxism, feminism, psychoanalysis and New 
Historicism.

Divided into seven chapters, this Guide examines the responses to 
Mayor and Jude by Hardy’s contemporary readers; the varying  reactions 
towards the works by readers and critics of the fi rst half of the  twentieth 
century; and then, in discrete but interrelated chapters, critical responses 
in the 1950s and 1960s, the 1970s, the 1980s, and the 1990s to the pre-
sent. The penultimate, shorter section considers the ideological com-
plexities of fi lm and television adaptations of the novels, whilst the 
Conclusion off ers some closing remarks on the critical histories of the 
texts and suggests some possible ways forward for future interpretations. 
Overall, then, this Reader’s Guide provides a refl ective consideration of 
over a hundred years of Hardy criticism and will hopefully allow  readers 
to achieve a deepened appreciation of Hardy’s power, innovation and 
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accomplishment on the one hand and, on the other, a sense of the  skilful 
achievement of those critics who have elucidated the novels is so many 
diverse, compelling and often contradictory ways. Certainly, the state 
of Hardy criticism looks set to remain extremely healthy as we continue 
to grapple with the works of a writer who, in many ways, took the 
nineteenth century by storm.
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