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In my thesis I will argue that the source of the major conflict in Jude the Obscure – the 

traumatic relationship between Sue and Jude – is Jude's viewing of his cousin's 

photograph early in the novel. Because of his tendency to idealize the individuals around 

him, Jude projects a desired image onto a photograph of Sue before meeting her in real 

life. This projection takes on an aspect of reality for Jude which he can not escape, 

despite Sue's efforts to disillusion him and introduce him to her actual self. Since his 

projection starkly contrasts to Sue's actual being, not only does Jude believe that the two 

are compatible when they are not, but he believes that Sue's attempts to disillusion him 

are in fact deceitful. Thus the initial impetus of the photograph eventually leads to their 

conflicted relationship and the tragedy of the novel overall.
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Chapter One 

Introduction: An Attack on Inert Crystallized Opinion 

 

 Thomas Hardy's 1895 novel Jude The Obscure seeks to expose the conflicts 

inherent in “the inert crystallized opinion [...] which the vast body of men have vested 

interests in supporting” (Hardy xvi) through the depiction of a series of atypical 

relationships and their varying consequences. While there is a great deal of argument 

among critics over what this “inert crystallized opinion” may be, I would argue that 

Hardy is taking on not any particular issue or set of issues, but rather a complex 

worldview espoused by the society in which he was situated. He is attacking not the 

institution of marriage, or even the idea of love or romance but rather a belief which he 

perceived within his culture, that the world proceeds – and ought to proceed – in a 

particular way.  The world around him believed that a relationship ought to proceed 

according to a particular formula, which included publicly sanctioned wedlock, marital 

coitus and legitimate offspring. While Jude and Sue's relationships do not prove that this 

formula is entirely invalid, they certainly exemplify the ways in which it is flawed, and 

also that this procession of acts is not the only option for a proper or fulfilling life. 

Hardy's particular means of accomplishing this attack on the inert crystallized views of 

Victorian society is to present a series of failed relationships in which the reasons for 

failure are more or less clear, and to offer explanations for the error in thinking that 

creates the failures. This succession of relationships and marriages unearths not only the 

issues in the marital institution but the inherent conflicts among human beings which 

create crises in intimate relationships. Hardy's work is designed to outline the problem 

that he sees through the example of his characters, but does not offer any solutions. If his 
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aim is to attack something that is inert and crystallized, to lay out one simple solution to 

the complex problem he addresses would be falling back upon the oversimplification of 

life that he is attacking. Hardy's very point is that there is not one answer to how to live a 

life, and so he leaves the reader without an easy answer to the problems of the 

relationships. 

 The most important (and problematic) relationship in the novel – between Jude 

Fawley and Sue Bridehead – is informed by the two marriages that precede it, and the 

interconnection of the three relationships forms the complex social failure which Hardy 

attempts to elucidate. My thesis deals with the relationship between Jude Fawley and Sue 

Bridehead, and argues that  a photograph of Sue viewed early in the novel by Jude is both 

the catalyst for their relationship and the source of the major conflict therein. Jude and 

Sue are unable to connect on an emotional level because of their incompatible views on 

sex and romance, an incompatibility which Jude is unable to properly acknowledge. I 

argue that Jude's inability arises from preconceived notions which Jude creates from a 

portrait photograph of Sue. Jude uses his portrait of his cousin as a surface onto which to 

project his own ideals of womanhood, and determines that Sue must be this ideal woman. 

As Daniel A Novak, in his book Realism, Photography, and Nineteenth Century Fiction 

states that “rather than capturing identity, photography effaces it” (118).
1
 A photographic 

image appears to offer a glimpse into another person, and so misleads the viewer into the 

belief that the photograph tells them more about a person than it really does. Its realistic 

                                                 
1
 This portion of the book discusses the use of portrait photographs of Oscar Wilde, specifically. Though 

the images of him were intended for no particular use, they were later employed in an academic text to 

exemplify a type – the sexual pervert. In the same way that the photograph of Sue offers no resistance to 

Jude's fantasies, so also Wilde's portraits were canvases onto which to project the image of a particular 

type. 
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representation of an individual allows a viewer like Jude to imagine himself as close to 

the subject of the image, and thus to believe in a fantasy about her. Because Sue's image 

cannot contradict his desires, Jude entrenches himself in his fantasy until he is unable to 

believe Sue could possibly be anything other than the woman he has imagined and of 

whom he has become enamored. This imaginary version of Sue, despite its profound 

differences from Sue as a woman, is the person with whom Jude attempts to interact 

throughout the book, even when Sue tries to disillusion him and show him who she 

actually is. Jude's driving sexuality shapes his imaginary Sue into a physically sexual 

being, and though Sue does attempt to assert her own sexuality, it is completely unlike 

the physical sexual desire which Jude experiences and attributes to Sue. Thus, the photo 

not only shapes the preconceptions Jude has about Sue, but because it gives a shade of 

reality and believability to his fantasy, he becomes so deeply mired in those fantastical 

preconceptions that he is blinded to Sue's actual sexuality. As the two become 

emotionally entangled, the desire to please one another comes into conflict with their own 

needs – Jude's need to impose his desires (which shaped his preconceptions) onto Sue, 

and Sue's attempts to resist this imposition and force Jude to acknowledge her as she is. 

Though Jude does concede, for the most part, to Sue's disinclination to physical sexual 

contact, he does not believe in her aphysical sexuality and believes rather that her 

apparent lack of physical desire must be a deception. Jude convinces himself that he 

“could read every symptom of her mental condition” (Hardy 189) as a part of his 

complex ideation, and so feels justified believing in whatever he wants Sue to be. 

Because he believes so strongly that Sue is the woman he has imagined and designed her 

to be, he cannot believe in her assertions about her unusual form of sexuality. If Jude 
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were to acknowledge Sue as the woman that she claims and believes herself to be, he 

would have to accept that the two of them are ill-fitted for a romantic relationship. 

Because of the strength of his physical and emotional desire, Jude cannot make this 

admission and thus clings to the preconceptions he developed from his initial exposure to 

the lifeless image. 

 In order to cement my argument for the tragedy of the novel and its source in 

Jude's idealization of Sue from her photograph, I will develop my thesis in four stages. 

My first chapter will discuss the ways in which Jude develops his physical desires, and 

how these desires form the foundations for his fantastical Sue. It addresses his coming-of-

age through his first marriage, and how this process transforms Jude from an intellectual 

child into a divided intellectual and physical adult. I argue that the physical and sexual 

desires he develops in his relationship with his first wife, Arabella, as well as the utter 

disappointment with her as a woman create both his desires from which he forms his 

fantasy of Sue, and also his need to have an idealized fantasy in the first place. His wife 

proves herself to be a character of little worth, and so Jude attempts to cover her over 

with a fantasy; having first been exposed to the real woman, however, the fantasy doesn't 

hold. His second time, with Sue, he develops the fantasy first and thus protects himself 

from exposure to a second disappointment. In addition to this need for fantasy and 

idealization, Jude is developing into a sexual adult. Because of his desire to remain his 

earlier, intellectual self and thus not only exist in his fantasy world but also somehow 

relate to the aphysical realm which Sue inhabits, Jude is torn in multiple directions in an 

attempt to relate to Sue. He both desires to resist his sexual urges for her sake, and to 

indulge them with the imaginary figure he has created. The problem with these desires is 
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not only that Jude's imaginary figure does not exist but that Jude believes the imaginary 

Sue to be the real one: while Jude legitimately wishes to please her, he cannot understand 

why she resists his advances when the woman in his mind clearly loves and desires him. 

 The following chapter addresses Sue's intellectual being, as opposed Jude's more 

physical and typically sexual self. I suggest that Sue is in fact a sexual being, but her 

sexuality is never allowed to manifest itself in the context of either her culture or her 

relationships. I interpret her intellectualism as a counterpoint to Jude's physicality in 

order to highlight the reasons why the two of them are unable to understand one another 

in a romantic setting. This intellectualism calls to the remnants of the same trait in Jude, 

reminding him of his similarity to Sue during his adolescence; Jude's childhood, and 

Sue's entire life, is suggestive of a prelapsarian world, where humans can love one 

another and feel excitement and desire without a physical sexual drive. While Jude finds 

that freedom from physical needs and contact desirable, because of his loss of innocence 

with Arabella he can't return to the same mindset in which Sue lives her life. This conflict 

within Jude complicates his relationship with Sue and deepens the chasm between them, 

because not only is he confounded by Sue's dissimilarity to the woman he imagines her to 

be, but the part of him that clings to his childhood intellectualism is drawn to the real Sue 

in the same way that the dominant, physical part of him is drawn to his imaginary 

creation. 

 The initial two chapters make it clear that, despite the wealth of affection that 

Jude and Sue have for each other, the mental and emotional barriers between them are 

insurmountable. It is essential to my argument that this is the case, because were there 

any hope of success for their relationship, the fantasy Jude clings to, and which lets him 
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believe that the two of them can be happy together, would not be such a dangerous 

idealization. The photograph would still help him to form this fantasy, but it would be of 

less consequence to a hopeful pairing; if the relationship had any chance of success, 

Jude's relentless pursuit of Sue would not be a desperate or hopeless act, but would seem 

legitimate. If they belonged together, then perhaps he ought to pursue her, even if it were 

not necessarily for the right reasons. Because of the insurmountable barriers between 

them, though, the relationship is doomed from the start. Unfortunately, Jude can't 

acknowledge that doom, and so the two of them carry on until the tragic and grotesque 

loss that tears them apart. 

 Having defined these two characters in opposition to one another, I then present 

the critical debate most relevant for my arguments namely the debate about the 

significance of photography in Victorian novels, and the one regarding Jude's idealism 

and fantasy-making tendencies. This chapter is vital to distinguish my own research from 

those of other scholars regarding the topics I am addressing. 

 After outlining vital traits exemplified by these two characters and exploring the 

relevant critical contexts for my argument, the final chapter explores the inevitable tragic 

relationship that resulted from Jude allowing his fantasies, born from Sue's photograph, 

to eclipse Sue as a human being. I incorporate both Jude's physical needs and Sue's 

physical distance into my analysis of Jude's relationship with his fantastical Sue. Because 

Jude cannot accept that the Sue he loves does not exist, he clings to his imaginary 

photograph-Sue to the detriment, and ultimate destruction, of their relationship. I argue, 

finally, that the murder/suicide by Father Time in the conclusion of the novel – the final 

blow which shatters Jude and Sue's relationship – becomes inevitable due to the complete 
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incompatibility of the two protagonists who attempt to accommodate each other while 

destroying their own mental and emotional stabilities. Further, this relationship would not 

have been so forcefully pursued – and may never even have happened – had Jude not 

fallen in love with his own narcissistic creation, from his cousin's photograph. Through 

this exploration I prove that the source of the major conflict in the novel – the traumatic 

relationship between Jude and Sue – arises from the single source of the photograph.
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Chapter Two 

“A Compelling Arm of Extraordinary Muscular Power:” 

Jude's Physicality and Idealism 

 Previous to his unfortunate introduction to his first wife Arabella, Jude Fawley 

appears to have little interest in sexuality or the physical world. His studies send him into 

a mindset far from his actual location in space and time, and his behavior is characterized 

by a vivid imagination that almost entirely dominates him. After he and Arabella 

experience their torrid affair, marriage, and separation, Jude's attitude becomes more 

centered on worldly needs and physical and emotional desires.
2
 Jude's sexual experience 

with Arabella marks a transition from childhood into adulthood; this transition is 

characterized Jude's priorities shifting from the intellectual to the physical and emotional, 

though without losing his vivid imagination. Because of the unhealthy nature of this 

relationship, however, he attempts to shroud his wife in an illusion in order to cope with 

his unfortunate situation. In this chapter, I will argue that Jude's coming-of-age with 

Arabella forms him into the sort of person who not only needs physical bodies around 

him, but is willing to fall back on his imagination to create an ideal relationship that he 

cannot achieve in the real world. These traits in Jude are the reason that he later feels the 

need to assign desired traits to Sue's photograph, and to cling to the imaginary figure he 

creates. 

 Jude, as a child, is introspective to an almost unreasonable degree. He finds 

himself unable to focus on the world around him due to his desire to become educated 

                                                 
2
 In this novel, Jude's sexual desires and emotions/feelings are almost always closely linked, if not 

equivalent. He feels emotionally moved by sexual feelings, and the two are used almost 

interchangeably. Thus Jude's feelings and sentiment are not additional traits brought about with his 

maturity, but rather an aspect of his physicality. 
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and intellectually strong. Though he performs physical activities – such as making 

deliveries for his aunt's bakery – his mind is never actually on what he is doing, and he 

chooses instead to study while performing these banal tasks. It is not only study and 

intellect that dominate Jude, but also an imagination that supercedes reality in his 

interactions with the world. Because he lacks real friends, he creates them in the world 

around him; Jude projects his own feelings about his life and situation onto the world 

outside himself, even going so far as to feel shared sympathy and camaraderie with the 

birds in a field: 

 …at length his heart grew sympathetic with the birds’ thwarted desires. They 

 seemed, like himself, to be living in a world which did not want them […] They 

 took upon them more and more the aspect of gentle friends and pensioners – the 

 only friends he could claim as being in the least degree interested in him, for his 

 aunt had often told him that she was not […] A magic thread of fellow-feeling 

 united his own life with theirs. Puny and sorry as those lives were, they much 

 resembled his own. (15) 

He relates to the creatures around him not through an understanding of nature or an 

interest in the birds themselves, but rather through his imaginary solidarity with them. He 

cites “magic” as the source of this solidarity, and is at this point in the novel completely 

detached from the practical reality in which these “friends” are in fact depriving a farmer 

of his crop, and Jude of his job. This physical reality, where people have to earn their 

livings, and interactions have consequences, is the world which as a child Jude does not 

understand, and to which Arabella rudely introduces him. Unfortunately, though he is 

brought into awareness of the physical demands of his life (such as sexual drives, and 
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fiscal needs which create the need for labor), these demands and his physical and sexual 

development do not destroy his imagination. The unfortunate thing about the persistence 

of his imagination is that through hardship, his imagination becomes a place of refuge in 

which he constructs impossible idealizations about his own life, and this persistent 

imagination is necessary to create his tragically skewed fantasy of Sue. 

 Kathleen Hoopes, in her article “Illusion and Reality in Jude the Obscure” 

addresses Jude's inability to function in the world of reality, and his persistent 

imagination, through the example of his desire to enter academia: 

 “Scholarship” and “religion” were vague entities, shadow-spirits of humanity, not 

 the gross “reality” to which Jude was blind and upon which he was always 

 stumbling. (155) 

While it is fair to say that Jude “was” blind to the workings of humanity and the physical 

world, Hoopes implies in her article that this is a persistent problem for Jude which he 

never overcomes. I would argue, on the other hand, that while this imaginative state is 

pervasive in Jude's childhood, his sexual inauguration by Arabella begins a process of 

transformation which is continuous through the rest of the novel. While he does continue 

to create fantastical ideas of the world around him, the nature of this idealizations – and 

the degree to which he loses himself in them – change not only as Jude matures but also 

based on the degree to which he values the illusion and its actual basis (usually a person). 

For example, in the case of Arabella, the illusion he attempts to maintain about her is 

shallow and he is unable to believe in it; however, Jude's imaginary version of Sue 

becomes so real and so important to Jude as a motivator in his life that he cannot abandon 

it even in the face of powerful contradictory evidence. It is also true that in the case of 
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Arabella he values his illusion less than that of Sue, because of the timeline of its 

construction. Interacting with Arabella, he is exposed first to her as a woman, complete 

with her modes of behavior, speech, and ideas. It is only later, after he actually knows 

Arabella intimately, that he is forced to reject her real self (to save his sanity) and replace 

it with an illusion. Thus, the illusion is of less value to Jude because it is self-consciously 

created and he sees its tenuousness. In the case of Sue, Jude is able to construct his 

illusion before ever meeting Sue, and so it is more concrete and valuable to Jude because 

he is not offered any contradictions to it until he meets his cousin in person, by which 

point it is too late. 

 Outside of Jude's illusory world, the invasive and crude propulsion of “the 

characteristic part of a barrow-pig” (Hardy 38) seems to abruptly introduce Jude to the 

world of sex and bodies, and it is that world in which he becomes inescapably entangled 

and which becomes a powerful influence on his later fantasies and idealizations. This 

moment is, for Jude, a transition from an imaginary world of ideas to a cruel world of 

physicality. While the discovery of harshness in the world is valuable toward functioning 

effectively in it, the destruction of his intellectual world also took with it his deep 

motivation to become learned, and thus his removal from it permanently hampers his 

intellectual ambitions.
3
 The maturity toward which he progresses for the rest of the novel 

is characterized not only by a sense of practicality, but also one of sexuality. Therefore, 

while Jude retains his desire to enter into academia, he is constantly distracted by both 

material needs and physical desires. Laura Green, in her article “Strange [in]Difference of 

                                                 
3
 The term “intellectual ambitions” does not refer to any potential for academic success: clearly, based on 

his social and financial situation within the social realities of 19
th

 Century England, entering into 

academia was never a real option for Jude. It refers, instead, to his motivation as an autodidact, based on 

his subsequent abandon of his studies. 
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Sex: Thomas Hardy, the Victorian Man of Letters, and the Temptations of Androgyny,” 

places the blame for Jude's academic failures on “the financial, sexual, and emotional 

claims made on him by Arabella and Sue” (523). It is clear that finances, sex, and 

emotions are important players in the destruction of Jude's intellectual ambitions, but 

these “claims” come from within Jude, rather than being imposed from without. Though 

Arabella clearly seduces Jude, she is not creating his sexual desires; she merely inspires 

them within him, and encourages his expression of them. This sexuality then leads to his 

emotional and financial crises in his marriage, which affect his entire personality, and 

thus also his later feelings about Sue. 

 The sexuality to which Arabella introduces Jude is in fact violently propelled in a 

very literal sense. He is not only struck by a projectile to the face, sent from a woman of 

little class or decency, but said projectile is the genitalia of an animal. While an initial 

reading may indicate that the reason Arabella might have such a “characteristic part” 

about her person would be that she was butchering a pig and making use of all of its 

parts, it is important to note that a barrow pig is a castrated male. The removal of the 

characteristic part was thus an act performed not on a dead body but on a live young male 

pig. For the “characteristic” part of a castrated animal to be that part which it lacks has 

greater implications for Jude and Arabella. For Arabella, I would argue that it is this 

violent act of propulsion which exhibits her interest in Jude, and thus foreshadows her 

later predatory pursuit and emotionless dismissal of him. Seeing that Jude is lost in 

reverie, Arabella strikes Jude in the face with the piece of flesh in order to grab his 

attention, symbolically removing him from a world of fancy and ambition and introduce 

him to her world, one of sexual and literal commerce. In the same way that she deprives 
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the young pig of his genitalia, she uses this symbol of raw sexuality – the piece of flesh – 

to violently remove Jude from his childlike asexuality. Thus this symbolic sexual attack is 

not only forcing sexuality upon Jude, but is in fact representing a sort of violent 

dismemberment – Arabella destroys one creature (the virile pig, and the intellectual Jude) 

and transforms it into another (the barrow-pig, and the more mature and sexual Jude). 

The intellectual mind which Jude possesses as a young boy is his own “characteristic 

part,” which Arabella takes from Jude to transform him into the sexual and physical being 

he will be for the remainder of the novel. The problem with Jude's transition, apart from 

the cruelty of depriving Jude of his childlike mentality, is that while his intellectualism is 

lost, his imagination is not. Thus he is still able to “weave curious and fantastic day-

dreams” (89) about Sue later on, but he is not able to relate to her as an intellectual, 

aphysical being. 

 The distinction between intellectualism and imagination is, however, still unclear. 

Both his day-dreaming as a child, and his distance from reality through his imagination 

about Sue, appear to spring from the same source. While he is still very much separated 

from reality through the rest of the novel, his imagination is always tainted by sexual 

desires. The “compelling arm of extraordinary muscular power” (44) represents not only 

his sexual desires but later his obsession with physicality and bodily presence. Jude 

discovers this entity, and it gains power, through his relationship with Arabella; later, it is 

a constant presence in Jude's interactions with others. His fantasies of Christminster and 

learnedness are destroyed by disillusionment and rejection, but his fantasies about Sue 

are reinforced by his physical desire for her. His thoughts of Sue are tinged with sexual 

language, claiming that he “must not know her,” and imagining a free and fearless 
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“intercourse” with her (93).
4
 This indirectly sexual diction shows that while Jude is 

resisting his sexual desires for her, they are persistent in his mind throughout both his 

construction of his idea of Sue, and his later interactions with her. The “intellectualism” 

which Sue experiences is one which creates a desire in her to relate to, and bond with, 

other human beings without the need for physical intercourse. It is this intellectualism, 

which allows for non-physical connections, which Jude loses, but does not forget – in 

fact, he frequently wishes he could regain that state. 

 From his first meeting with Arabella, despite his intellectual longings or 

misgivings, Jude allows himself to be led by his physical and emotional self. Despite his 

previous attempts at intellectualism and mental growth, as soon as Jude finds himself 

entangled with Arabella he is no longer led by his mind but by his “compelling arm.” 

Hardy presents Jude as being intelligent enough to realize that Arabella is not worth his 

time, and she is in fact a woman “for whom he had no respect” (44), but because of his 

sexual desires he allows himself to become entangled in a relationship with her. His 

studies are no longer a source of refuge for him, but rather something at which he must 

work to stay focused. He is constantly distracted by the thought of Arabella; early in their 

relationship, he attempts to continue his intellectual routine, and despite the fact that he 

“had anticipated much pleasure in this afternoon's reading” (43) he finds himself thinking 

instead about Arabella. This “new thing” (43) in his life, this sexual drive, changes Jude 

into a different sort of person, and he feels “as a snake must feel who has sloughed off his 

winter skin, and cannot understand the brightness and sensitiveness of its new one” (43). 

Here the metaphor for Jude's sexuality is one of life, and renewal, creating a misleading 

                                                 
4
 Know: “7. trans. To have carnal acquaintance or sexual intercourse with” (OED) 
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image of his physical desires. Jude believes himself to be entering a “bright” new phase 

of his life, not realizing that the “sensitiveness” he experiences is not only exciting, but 

exposing him to hardship and struggle. Though Jude is truly entering a new phase in his 

life, the apt part of this image is not so much the renewal of life after winter, but rather 

that of the snake itself, the original representative of temptation. While the snake may 

appear to be ushering in a springtime in Jude's life, it is in fact tempting him toward his 

fall. 

 While it is tempting to think of this change in Jude as a complete reversal of his 

feelings and mental state, it is important to note that Jude is not instantaneously 

transforming from completely intellectual to completely physical; rather, he is 

undergoing a transition from a childlike state of intellectualism to a more balanced and 

mature state wherein he takes into consideration both intellectual ambitions and physical 

desires. Evidence of this change becomes apparent over the course of Jude's marriage to 

Arabella, when he realizes the error of his decisions that were based upon a carnal, 

mindless sexual urge, and attempts to cope with his marriage by imagining himself to 

have different priorities than he actually holds: 

 He knew well, too well, in the secret centre of his brain, that Arabella was not 

 worth a great deal as a specimen of womankind....[but f]or his own soothing he 

 kept up a factitious belief in her. His idea of her was the thing of most 

 consequence, not Arabella herself, he sometimes said laconically. (57) 

It is apparent here that Jude is attempting to re-imagine his own world, but that the 

“soothing” he achieves from it is minimal. Because he realizes he has entered into a 

permanent contract with a woman for whom he cares very little, he creates an idea of her 
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on which he must sustain himself. This idea is based upon his previous admiration for her 

beauty, and an attempt to recapture his initial feelings for her, and overall this attempt 

fails because of his already existing knowledge of her shortcomings. It is implied that 

while this idea is enough to help him cope with his unfortunate situation, it is not enough 

to give him any real happiness, and he is maintained not by hope or ambition but rather 

by a short mantra that he must repeat to keep himself going. Despite his awareness of his 

mistake, however, Jude is unable to reverse its effect and he is unfortunately not simply 

affected by a brief sexual passion, but rather by a change that will remain in him for the 

rest of his life. The tragic part of Jude's maturing process is that he so frequently allows 

his physical and emotional desires to trump his intellectual ambitions and mental 

misgivings that he eventually loses the intellectual capacity to relate to Sue, whose 

intellectualism is her driving force. 

 After escaping his marriage to Arabella, Jude attempts to regain his pure 

intellectual nature, but it proves to have escaped him; it is replaced by the powerful hold 

which physicality and emotion exercise over him. Out of the pain of loss comes a 

powerful desire to regain his childlike worldview, but he is unable to maintain it, and falls 

again into emotional and physical neediness. Despite the claim that Arabella's heartless 

treatment of him after their separation “demolish(ed) all sentiment” (72) in Jude, he 

nonetheless finds himself once again motivated by his feelings and his body when he 

finally decides to make his pilgrimage to Christminster. After viewing the photograph of 

his cousin Sue, Jude chooses to go to Christminster, a decision that was “more nearly 

related to the emotional side of him than the intellectual” (77). Ted R Spivey expounds 

upon the nature of Jude's crisis when he states that “Hardy's great heroes...are all driven 
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by forces within them that act as tragic flaws. The exact nature of the flaws of Hardy's 

heroes is usually left undefined” (184). I believe that the force within Jude that acts as his 

flaw is the inability to reconcile the remnants of his childlike imaginative and academic 

desires with his more adult needs (sexual, fiscal, and emotional). Rather than accepting 

the gradual transition into adulthood, and a balance between his body and his mind, he 

instead attempts to resist the change and defy his body while at the same time being 

driven to satisfy those needs. Thus, instead of becoming a well-adjusted and balanced 

person, he is constantly fighting against himself to satisfy his physical and emotional 

needs without acknowledging their vital place as a part of him. During his initial 

interactions with Sue he attempts to defy his physical attraction to her, but “could not 

altogether be blind to the real nature of the magnetism” (93), confessing only grudgingly 

to himself that his feelings toward her were sexual ones. He nonetheless acts on these 

sexual feelings, and later in trying to become closer to Sue admits to the degree to which 

his emotions had overtaken his earlier childlike intellectualism. When Sue, resisting his 

emotional claims and advances insists that while she and Jude may be alike “a little in 

[their] feelings,” they are not alike in their thoughts, Jude makes the claim that “[feelings] 

rule thoughts” (202). While his assertion appears to be an attempt on Jude's part to entice 

Sue to admit that she loves and wants to be with him, it is at the same time a confession 

for Jude. He admits here that his mind has been overcome by his emotions, and while he 

makes the statement as a generalization, he is really revealing something important about 

himself. Jude has not lost his childhood intellectualism; he did not immediately 

transform, upon his first sexual encounter, into an emotional, physical, unthinking 

animal. Rather, his emotions now rule his thoughts, and shape the fantastical Sue with 
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whom Jude insists upon interacting. Ruth Milberg-Kaye argues that “because of his initial 

failure with Arabella [Jude] can live only in a world of fantasy and impossibilities” (99). 

Milberg-Kaye is absolutely right, and this world of fantasy and impossibilities is 

designed by Jude's emotional and physical needs that Jude develops through his sexual 

inauguration with Arabella. Jude's feelings, in control of his thoughts, shape an idealized 

woman whom Jude believes to be his actual cousin Sue when he views her photograph.
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Chapter Three 

“You Don't Know What's Inside Me:” Sue's Intellectual Sexuality 

 Many critics have agreed that in Jude the Obscure, the character of Sue Bridehead 

“takes the book away from the title character,” though the reasons for this are varied 

(Heilman 307). The one aspect of her character generally agreed upon among critics is 

that she is the hardest character to understand on first reading the novel. Sue has been 

accused of absolute cruelty to Jude, but has also been raised up as a sort of protofeminist 

hero. In this chapter, I will argue that Sue's confounding behavior has its origins in an 

atypical way of viewing her relationships with others and her sexuality. She is incapable 

of dealing with the physicality of her own body, and thus recedes entirely into her mind – 

this makes her completely inaccessible to Jude, and a source of frustration for all of the 

men in the novel. Hardy himself, in a postscript written in 1912 uses the word 

“intellectualized” to describe a type he was using Sue to exemplify (Hardy xxv). The 

“intellectualiz[ation]” of Sue is exactly her use of her mind, rather than her body, to 

express her feelings, experiences, and sexual desires. Her sexuality, far from being 

nonexistent, resides entirely in her mind, making Sue appear cold or unfeeling to those 

characters with a more physical sexuality. Therefore, Sue does not sexually mistreat Jude, 

nor is he treating her unfairly; rather, the two are simply incapable of understanding one 

another, and because they operate in opposite ways, the tragedy of their relationship is 

inevitable once it begins. To argue that Sue is simply behaving badly in her relationship 

with Jude would imply that the behavior could be modified, and the relationship repaired. 

By the argument that Sue simply is of a different sort than Jude, I assert that the 

relationship fails not because of failure to act on bad behavior, but rather from a complete 
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and irreparable incompatibility between them. If this incompatibility were not complete, 

then Jude's idealization of Sue (based on her photograph) would lose its tragic impact; if 

the relationship could potentially have succeeded, his fervent belief in their ability to be 

together might not have the same painful consequences. Therefore it is vital to expound 

upon Sue's intellectual nature to clarify its opposition to Jude's physical sexuality, and 

thus the futility of their relationship. 

 Robert Heilman attributes Sue's behavior to an internal conflict between her desire 

for paganism and individual freedom on the one hand, and the prudishness imposed upon 

her by her social and historical situation on the other. While he acknowledges that her 

role in the novel is that of “spirit against flesh,” he argues that the result of her ethereal 

nature is a Victorian prudishness that she is attempting to fight against (307).
5
 He asserts 

that Hardy thus created “a sharp image of inconsistency” (309) in the character of Sue. 

Contrary to Heilman, I would argue on the other hand that Sue's behavior is consistent 

and logical when viewed from the right perspective. What Heilman calls “Victorian 

prudishness,” I would say only appears that way, and is in fact a natural result of 

irreconcilable differences between Sue's body and her mind. Because she chooses to 

retreat entirely into her mind, and view the world from the perspective of an intellectual 

being, she is incapable of having physical sexual feelings (though by no means incapable 

of sexual thoughts and ideas).  

 Sue believes herself to be, and arguably is, endowed with sexuality that is not 

victim to Victorian ideology, but the problem is that her sexuality exists entirely in her 

                                                 
5
 Though Heilman here is arguing for Sue as “spirit” is opposed to Arabella as “flesh,” and thus they 

represent the two sides of Jude, I would expand this concept to also apply to the counterposition of 

spiritual Sue and the dominant physical side of Jude. 
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own mind, and does not interact with her physical body. Sue is not reacting to a social 

stigma against sexual liberation among single women – Sue refuses sexual advances both 

in and out of wedlock – but instead is personally opposed to physical sex acts, and gains 

her excitement and fulfillment from intellectual exercise. A most fitting example of this 

intellectual sexuality is her purchase of, and subsequent interaction with, the statues of 

Venus and Apollo. The act of purchasing the statues is a sort of vicarious sexual 

liberation: through bringing nude, pagan images into her home, Sue is endowed with an 

unusual sort of intellectual energy. She exposes the nude images with “zest,” and 

“fl[i]ng[s]” herself into her bed not to indulge in any physical or sexual activity, but to 

enthusiastically read (Hardy 96). Sue experiences sexual excitement through intellectual 

exercise, and this is the moment when – from Sue's perspective – she experiences the 

most arousal in the novel. Sue's form of sexuality is manifested through  intellectual 

interactions with images, representation and mental activity. She displays pagan images 

and reads, in opposition to Jude's literal introduction to sexuality. Sue's feelings toward 

sex are not repressed: they are in fact quite active, her sexuality simply resides elsewhere 

than her body. 

 Sue's equation of sex and intellect recurs throughout the novel. Despite her sexual 

purity upon meeting Jude, she is insistent upon her own passion and sexuality. When 

discussing her former romantic entanglement with an undergraduate from Christminster, 

she shares her feelings regarding her refusal to consummate her love with him, stating 

“People say I must be cold-natured – sexless – on account of it. But I won't have it! Some 

of the most passionately erotic poets have been the most self-contained in their daily 

lives” (149). Sue withholds her body from the undergraduate, and confesses that even the 



22 

women of her own time would disapprove of her behavior, stating that “better women” 

would have given in to him. Nonetheless, she insists that she is not “sexless” but instead 

compares herself to a poet, stating that she is no less “passionately erotic” than any other 

woman because of her physical asexuality. Because she chooses a poet rather than an 

individual who interacts with the physical world as her example of erotic passion, she 

frames her sexuality – which she believes to be healthy and active – in intellectual and 

non-reproductive terms. Her passion and eroticism have nothing to do with the physical 

sex act, but rather with an intellectual process. 

 While it is fair to say that Sue's behavior is erratic – at some moments she 

encourages Jude's feelings for her, at other times rejects them – the explanation for it is 

not a conflict within herself but rather an inability to compromise between her own 

intellectualism and the physicality of those around her. Her conflict is with others, not 

herself. Because other people's minds and bodies do not interact the same way (both 

between one person's mind and body, and among others' minds) as her own, she does not 

know how to experience her sexuality in such a way as to be both gratified and 

understood by those around her. Sue is completely terrified of sexual contact with a 

spousal figure. This is clearly exemplified through her entire marriage to Phillotson, and 

her literal attempt to escape from conjugal responsibilities (Hardy 226). What is, by 

many, considered to be a natural part of the maturation of a woman is an act that is cause 

of mortal fear in Sue. Any demand upon her body she treats as if it were a threat to her 

life. However, because she wants to express her own form of sexuality she refuses to 

describe, or think of herself, in terms of chastity or purity. To describe herself as “pure” 

or “chaste” would distance her from sexuality, it would be a descriptor of abstinence: Sue 
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does not believe that she is abstinent or distant from sexuality, her sexuality is simply not 

of a physical, reproductive nature. Thus Jude views Sue as inconsistent and becomes 

frustrated with her when in fact, she is simply trying to communicate across what proves 

to be an insuperable barrier between them. 

 Another, and equally compelling argument for Sue's apparently asexual behavior 

is that Sue represents a protofeminist archetype, a woman who sees the injustice inherent 

in the social opportunities (or lack thereof) afforded to women and resists sexuality in 

order to preserve her rights as an individual. Kathleen Blake advances this position, and 

states that “women suffer by the operations of sexuality” (707). According to Blake, by 

being subject to the desires of men in the context of marriage, a woman is enslaved rather 

than liberated through the “operations of” sexuality, which include physical conjugal 

duties. Thus, she argues that Sue maintains her freedom to both educate herself and 

remain unattached by engaging with men while avoiding physical relations. Blake 

describes Sue as having “removed the sexual barrier,” which is defined as the subjugation 

of a woman that comes from sexual intimacy with a man, “by as much as possible 

removing the sexual element from the relationship” (710). While this argument appears to 

contradict the statement that Sue's sexuality is alive and well, it in fact supports the 

notion that Sue has an intellectual passion that leaves no room for physical sexuality. Her 

relationships with men have not been empty or meaningless simply because they were 

aphysical, and Sue never states that the undergraduate, Phillotson, or Jude were 

unimportant to her. The moment when she becomes uncomfortable is when her 

intellectual connection with them (as mentor in the first two cases, and kin in the last) 

becomes replaced by a demand for a physical one. It is fair to say that Sue encouraged 
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these men to love her, and enjoyed the attention she received from them, and this 

behavior can also fairly be deemed perverse. Though even despite that attention-seeking 

behavior, beneath it is a legitimate affection for these men, and the desire for them to love 

her is not the same as a desire to have a sexual relationship with them. Sue's 

acknowledgment of her disempowerment as a result of wifehood is clearly demonstrated 

by her resistance to wed, or to carry out marital responsibilities with her husband, but this 

understanding of, and resistance to, subjection presents itself not through a plan for 

spinsterhood but rather through redefining herself in relation to the world around her. She 

will not allow herself to become a wife in the traditional sense, because that would place 

her in a sort of bondage to her husband, but neither is she willing to abandon the entire 

male population from whom she gleans so much knowledge and companionship. She 

tells Jude that she believes she understands men, and therefore does not fear assault from 

them: 

 I have not felt about [men] as most women are taught to feel – to be on guard 

 against attacks on their virtue; for no average man – no man short of a sensual 

 savage – will molest a woman [...] unless she invites him. Until she says by a look 

 “Come on” he is always afraid to, and if you never say it, or look it, he never 

 comes. (147-8) 

By refusing to fear men, and affirming her safety among them, Sue develops herself as an 

intellectual comrade among men, imagining herself to be an equal with them and 

resisting the idea that they may desire her even if she believes she is giving no 

encouragement to them. Though she finds herself to be correct that no man will assault 

her virtue, she fails to understand that the unrequited desire of the men in the novel may 
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be as powerful as that of the “sensual savage” who would molest her. The men are in fact 

not savages, and do not molest Sue, but the consequences of her attempt at creating a 

nonsexual comradeship with men is that she leaves behind her a trail of lusting men who 

are never satisfied. Even Jude, who succeeds in physically consummating his love with 

Sue, is never fully satisfied in the relationship because she continuously resists him 

sexually. Despite the theoretic brilliance of Sue's feminist ideology, in practice she 

appears coquettish and cruel. 

 What appears to be a simple thesis – Sue exists in her mind rather than her body – 

in fact results in a myriad of complex and dangerous behaviors on her part. Sue's 

intellectualism eclipses her physicality, and makes her inaccessible to the fulfillment of 

men's sexual desires. Because she desires men's company, though, she places herself in 

the dangerous position of inviting male desire but not allowing those men to have a 

physical relationship with her. The danger to Jude in this relationship is foreshadowed by 

Sue's mentorship by the undergraduate: what she believed to be a mutually beneficial 

intellectual relationship was in fact an unrequited love and romance that ended in his 

tragic death. Sue states of the end of this relationship that she “hope[d] he died of 

consumption and not of [her] entirely” (148), acknowledging the fatal consequences of 

misinterpreted intentions. Unfortunately, she allows herself to become far more 

entrenched in her relationship with Jude, and thus its tumultuous nature and inconsistent 

physicality – born from Jude's fantastical relationship with Sue's photograph, and fueled 

by the couple's attempts at averting inevitable failure –  leads not only to the death of 

Jude but also to their children. While it is literally the stone dust of his profession that 

kills Jude, losing Sue puts Jude in a weakened state that spurs him to self-destructive 
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behavior (excessive drinking and remarrying Arabella) which leaves him vulnerable to 

illness and unwilling to fight the process of dying. In the same way Sue didn't “entirely” 

kill the undergraduate, she doesn't directly kill Jude either, but weakens him and makes 

him more likely to succumb to illness. Sue allows herself to enter into a physical 

relationship she does not desire in order to please Jude, whom she loves. However, her 

failure to choose decisively between avoiding physicality and entering into a traditional 

physical relationship (marriage)
6
 thus aids in constructing the tense social situation for 

the couple which eventually leads to the suicide of Father Time and the sacrifice of the 

other children. Sue's attempt to interact non-physically with men is a failure, and one that 

results not only in the death of her children, but the miscarriage of her impending child 

and the eventual death of Jude. Thus, while it is unfair to blame Sue entirely for the tragic 

circumstances of the death of her family – the unfortunate financial situation in which the 

couple found themselves, which was the immediate impetus for the murder/suicide, was 

as much due to social circumstance as it was to deliberate actions on the characters' parts 

– it is clear that the pair's attempt to create a successful relationship between Jude, who 

has a powerful desire for physical interaction, and Sue who refuses to accept it, results in 

inevitable tragedy.

                                                 
6
 By failure to choose I do not mean that she makes no decision, but rather that she does not decisively 

follow one plan. She neither avoids physicality entirely through chastity, nor does she enter into a 

socially ordained sexual union through marriage to Jude. 
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Chapter Four 

“A Face Upon Which to Fasten”: Critical Opinion on Photographs and Fantasies 

 My thesis enters a critical debate regarding photography in Victorian literature 

through a focus on the photograph as an essential element within the novel itself. The 

bulk of literary criticism surrounding photography in Victorian novels addresses the ways 

in which the advent of photography as both a technological and aesthetic phenomenon 

affects the novel form and the genre of realism which is so heavily reliant on visual 

images. Novak states that critics frequently “associat[e] photography with the distortions 

of literary fiction” (4). In the same way that photographs were generally considered in 

their early days to represent reality truthfully, literary realism was meant to create a world 

that resembled the one in which the author truly lived. However, in the same way that 

photographs were frequently altered for artistic purposes, realist novels did not give the 

fullness of reality but rather a deceptively convincing world imagined by an author. My 

thesis, rather than looking at photography as a medium analogous to literature or the 

ways in which the advent of photography affected the novel form, is exploring the use of 

a photograph as a device existing within the novel itself. Though a link can be seen 

between the way in which Jude relies upon the assurance of reality inherent in 

photographic images to give his fantasy an air of legitimacy, and the ways in which 

realism both invites and defies belief through its attempts at truthful reproduction of the 

world, this connection is not the one which I am interested in addressing. Jude does 

believe that what he sees in the photograph is reality, but his error is not in accepting an 

image that may not be truthful; instead, it is in using that representation as a canvas onto 

which he projects a fantastical image. There is no question in this novel as to the 
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legitimacy
7
 of Sue's portrait, nor does there need to be in order for Jude to construct his 

fantasy. The image itself is not what carries the illusions, but rather Jude's fantasies, 

shaped by his desires, create the illusion that blinds him to his cousin's real self. 

 Ruth Milberg-Kaye begins to address this issue of the formation of fantasies from 

images, but abandons it in reference to Jude. She states of Hardy's novels that “because 

love is [...] subjective – all it needs is an image or a face upon which to fasten – people 

fall in love at first sight or upon seeing a picture or portrait of an individual” (35). Her 

assertion of subjectivity and love at first sight seems to succinctly encapsulate the way 

that Jude begins to fall in love with Sue, but she excludes Jude from her world of fantasy-

building characters, choosing to categorize him as an individual who creates very few 

illusions (compared to, for example, Angel Claire in Tess) about the woman he loves. 

Though she does point out that “Jude loves Sue's face in the photograph his aunt gives 

him before he meets her,” she lists Jude among “those [in Hardy] who see their loves [...] 

clearly and with few illusions” (36). Milberg-Kaye's acknowledgment of Jude's 

impetuous attachment to his cousin through her photograph is a step toward identifying 

the construction of an inescapable fantasy for Jude, but she argues instead that Jude 

actually sees Sue “clearly” rather than through the lens of his constructed fantasy. Part of 

her argument against other Hardy heroes is that they “retreat when the object of their love 

deviates greatly from the 'creature of contemplation' [which they imagine]” (38). Though 

Jude clearly does not “retreat” from Sue,
8
 I would argue that his devotion to her comes 

                                                 
7
 By “legitimacy” I mean that there is no indication of post-process work or any sort of tampering that 

would make the photograph into anything other than a literal visual reproduction. 
8
 Jude, admittedly, does not retreat from Arabella either, though he acknowledges that she is not the 

woman he imagined her to be. However, part of what makes Jude so devoted to his fantasy of Sue is the 

desperation for a worthwhile woman that was formed by the pain of his failed first marriage. 
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not from a dedication in spite of her failure to fit his expectations, but rather from the fact 

that he believes firmly that she does fit his fantasy. 

 Milberg-Kaye's classification of Jude as a character who sees his love “clearly” 

contradicts her statement in a later chapter that “[Christminster and Sue's] reality is at 

variance with his conceptions of them,” and her argument – which I agree with entirely – 

that “[Jude's] movements, and Sue's also, are almost solely dictated by his personal needs 

and desires, and not by any realistic appraisal of his situation” (98). Not only are Jude's 

movements dictated by his needs and desires, but his ideas and his view of the world 

around him and “his situation” are defined by a fantasy which Jude constructs about what 

his world ought to be. It would thus also be reasonable that this fantasy would extend to 

the people with whom he interacts, and most importantly with Sue. It would seem, then, 

that Milberg-Kaye's argument is that though Jude clearly has constructed a fantasy about 

Sue, he acknowledges that Sue is unlike this fantasy and that she thus disappoints him. 

This disappointment would then make his dedication to her a noble act. However, 

Milberg-Kaye's statement that Jude and Sue “are suited” (105) for one another would 

indicate that this is not her case either. Though Milberg-Kaye's argument offers 

contradictory evidences both for and against Jude as one of the better Hardy heroes, I 

would argue that though she is correct in her statement that Jude's reality does not fit his 

fantasy, in the case of Sue Jude never realizes that, and thus though the two of them are 

not suited for one another, he follows her incessantly, believing that she is what he has 

imagined her to be. 

 Criticism surrounding photography offers clues as to why Jude clings so 

inescapably to his fantasy. Roland Barthes states of photographs that “a specific 
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photograph [...] is never distinguished from its referent [...] as is the case for every other 

image [which is] encumbered [...] by the way in which the object is simulated” (5). The 

“encumbrance” Barthes refers to here is the trace of the artist that is clear in any other 

form of artistic representation. A viewer can see the brush strokes of a painter, the marks 

of the hands of a sculptor, but the artist's mark is elusive in a photograph, and so when 

one views a photograph one believes oneself to be viewing the subject itself rather than a 

rendering of it. In Barthes' terms then, when Jude views Sue's photograph he sees not an 

artistic representation, but a woman, and if Jude's first knowledge of his cousin's 

existence had come from a painting, or any other sort of image, his fantasy might have 

followed a different trajectory. Whether or not that fantasy's traits would have differed 

from those he imposed onto Sue, it would most likely have clung to him less tightly, and 

Jude would have been able to distinguish his cousin from her portrait to a degree he is 

unable to achieve with her photograph. Susan Sontag argues that photographs are “able to 

usurp reality” because “a photograph is not only an image [...] an interpretation of the 

real; it is also a trace, something directly stenciled off the real” (154). Photographs offer a 

comfortingly real interpretation of the world: Jude can believe his fantasy is real because 

the image from which he has constructed it seems to be real itself. Since the photograph 

is a literal interpretation of the visual world, he can feel confident in the reality of his 

fantasy where one based on a more artistically constructed image (such as a painting) or 

on a simple whim with no grounding image would seem less reassuringly real. 

 Charles Baudelaire takes an opposite view on the effect of photography. Written in 

the early days of photography, almost half a century before the publication of Jude the 

Obscure, “The Modern Public and Photography” presents an attack upon the use of 
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photography as an art form, rather than for its proper use (or so Baudelaire supposes it) as 

mimetic documentation. He argues that photographs are meant to provide “absolute 

material accuracy,” and that they ought never to “impinge on the sphere of the intangible 

and the imaginary” (88). The danger in this argument, both in general and for Jude, is that 

the very thing which Baudelaire believes is outside the sphere of photography – namely, 

“anything that has value solely because man adds something to it from his soul” (88) – is 

the aspect of photography that, when ignored, allows a character like Jude to believe in 

the literal reality of his fantasy. Despite Baudelaire's enraged argument to the contrary, 

photographs present nothing absolutely accurate, but rather invite the viewer to exercise 

his/her imagination. They do so, however, without the honest admission to creation that 

comes with the more generally accepted art forms. The result of Jude viewing his cousin's 

photograph is hardly anything “accurate:” rather, the experience invites him to reverie 

and invention, and brings about his complex fantasy of Sue.
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Chapter Five 

“Suspiciously Like the Original of the Portrait:”  

The Impact of Photos on the Mind/Body Conflict 

 While I have established both that Jude is an essentially physical and emotional 

being, and that Sue is a more ethereal, mental creature who denies her body sometimes 

even to the detriment of her own health, it is not yet clear how photographs affect these 

conflicting personalities. The central problem arising from photography in the novel is 

that Jude treats Sue's portrait as a viable substitute for her body, using it as a means to 

create a fantastical image with which he forms a relationship, when in fact the portrait 

and the body display vastly separate characteristics. In the beginning of the novel, Jude 

does not have access to Sue's body, and thus he treats her image as a body – this 

relationship he forms with the photograph is essentially one with a fantasy, and because 

this fantasy is idealized he becomes deeply enamored with it. Jude in fact entrenches 

himself in this fantasy so deeply that he is unable to escape it when he does interact with 

the real Sue. In this chapter, I will argue that this substitution of the photograph for a 

body leads to both Jude's initial romantic feeling for Sue, and the traumatic conflicts 

between them as he attempts to interact with a Sue that in fact does not exist. The 

dilemma of the novel comes from the fact that Jude does not assign characteristics simply 

to Sue's photograph, but to Sue herself, using her image as a substitute for her body. 

 In order to maintain a level of comfort in his world, Jude requires the presence of 

bodies (or at least representations of them); otherwise he resorts to a sort of surreal 

mental ghost-tour, as when he wanders Christminster on his first night in the city. His 

experience is, in fact, described like that of a haunting: 
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 Knowing not a human being there, Jude began to be impressed with the isolation 

 of his own personality, as with a self-spectre, the sensation being that of one who 

 walked, but who could not make himself seen or heard. He drew his breath 

 pensively and, seeming thus almost his own ghost, gave his thoughts to the other 

 ghostly presences with which the nooks were haunted. (79) 

The experience of wandering the city alone makes Jude imagine not only that the entire 

city is spectral, but he seems to lose his own body. This sort of ghostly experience makes 

it seem like Jude is the character who exists outside the physical world, but the degree to 

which this experiences upsets him shows his need for physical bodies for his peace of 

mind. Losing his body offers Jude not the sort of intellectual freedom that Sue gains, but 

rather it unsettles him, and makes him feel as if he is among the dead. 

 Before meeting Sue, the closest Jude has to a body to associate with his cousin is 

her image, and thus he allows the latter to take the place of the former. Even after Jude 

interacts with Sue, she remains “aerial” (216) rather than physical and thus does not 

satisfy his desire for the ideal, physical and sexual woman who he has imagined. Because 

of this unfulfilled need for a body with which Jude may associate, Sue's photograph 

replaces her body in Jude's mind, making her (for him) the physical being which she 

actually is not. Katharine Murphy, in reference to Jude's need for grounding in the world 

around him, states: 

 Both Jude's attachment to Christminster and his perception of the equally ethereal 

 Sue are phrased in terms of 'anchorage.' In each case, however, the anchorage is 

 unstable because both Christminster and Sue are unattainable.” (343) 

I would argue that the instability of the “anchorage” Jude seeks in Sue comes not only 
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from her unattainability but from her failure to fulfill his desires by being a physically 

passionate woman. The irony in this is, of course, that the physical being which Jude 

imagines when viewing Sue's photograph actually doesn't exist either, and Jude's desire is 

not for any real woman but rather for a fantasy that exists only in his mind. Thus Jude can 

never reach a comfortable position in his feelings for Sue, even when they are together: 

she is not a person who feels comfortable interacting with other bodies, but because he 

needs a present and active body with which to interact, he refuses to accept her “ethereal” 

nature. Her image is the closest thing to a solid “anchor”  -- the nearest resemblance to 

his fantasy existing in the world – that Jude can obtain, and thus it is this photograph 

which is the basis of his feelings for her. The language used to describe both bodies and 

photographs in the novel reflects this replacement of body by image. The literal absence 

of Sue's photograph and that of her body (when he is in Christminster after she has 

moved on) share the quality of an almost supernatural unease in Jude's mind. Sue's 

physical absence from Christminster causes Jude to think of her as a “phantom” (178); 

earlier in the novel, when he leaves for Christminster but Sue's portrait remains at his 

aunt's house, the image “haunts” (78) him. 

 Clinging to Sue's image as the only part of her he can possess, Jude develops 

preconceptions about his cousin before meeting her at Christminster. Because the 

photograph offers only visual cues, Jude is allowed to interpret it – and thus Sue – as 

whatever sort of creation he desires. While visual cues offer concrete evidence for any 

sort of sexual fantasy, what Jude imagines is not an emotionless sexual being, and thus 

her physical appearance is simply a tool to imagine Sue as he desires her to be. Jude sees 

Sue as his personal angel, a beautiful being who wears a halo (78) and “preside(s) over 
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his tea” (85). Barbara DeMille, in her article argues that Jude's “essential characteristic” 

is a “tendency to conceptualize, believe in, and pursue ideal forms” (701-702). In the case 

of Sue, the ideal form which Jude creates is born from her photograph. She is ideal both 

in the sense of being the perfect woman for him to pursue and admire, and that she is 

simply an idea, and not a real being. The imaginary Sue based on the photograph is just 

that – a product of his imagination. Because of the freedom offered to him through the 

medium of photography – an image which bears no artist's mark, and cannot be 

contradicted by its subject – he is able to imagine what he most desires Sue to be, and put 

his faith in that imagined creation because he has not yet received evidence to the 

contrary. As a result of this fervent belief in his narcissistic ideal, he develops a powerful 

desire for that being which he has created. Because the photograph allows his 

imagination such freedom, and presents no resistance, Jude is able to create a persona for 

Sue based solely on the image, which he then expects Sue herself to reflect. 

 Upon first discovering Sue in person, through the window of her workplace, what 

Jude sees is “a young girl sitting behind a desk, who was suspiciously like the original of 

the portrait” (88). He already has his own Sue in the form of her photograph (to which he 

has assigned his choice of characteristics) and it is this which he expects Sue to emulate, 

rather than the portrait reflecting Sue. Not only does he place the photograph in a position 

of predominance over Sue herself, he states not that Sue is identical to her photograph but 

rather only “suspiciously like” the original. The implications of this are twofold. One, 

Jude is, for a brief moment, acknowledging the distinction between the lifeless image and 

the woman herself, an acknowledgment which is seldom repeated throughout the novel. 

Second, it shows that his fantasy has developed in his mind to such a degree that the real 
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Sue now only suspiciously resembles the image Jude has constructed in his mind and that 

this fantasy based on the portrait is the basis which he will allow to guide his conception 

of Sue for the rest of their relationship. 

 After this moment of voyeurism, Jude, who has still seen Sue only through a 

frame – though this time the frame is that of a window rather than a photograph – 

continues to create his ideality: 

 The consciousness of her living presence stimulated him. But she remained a 

 more or less ideal character, about whose form he began to weave curious and 

 fantastic day-dreams. (89) 

In this quote, Jude is first of all making no attempt to discover who Sue really is, and in 

addition he is also weaving these daydreams not about her mind, or who she might be, 

but rather they are being woven about her form. He is stimulated by the consciousness of 

a living presence, by a body that breathes and can influence his own body. He is excited 

not by her ideas or her self but by an idea he created of her, which includes a form and a 

living presence. This view through a window is essentially a live-action photograph of 

Sue for Jude: it is an image, a body, to which he can assign his imaginary characteristics 

without meeting any resistance. Though that would seem to imply that this view through 

a window is no different from the photograph, it is important that the experience with the 

photograph precedes it. One reason is that Jude can physically own and possess the 

photograph, and thus feels he has the right to manipulate it in a way that he wouldn't feel 

about seeing his cousin through a window. The other is that the window-view is a 

temporary state: eventually Sue will go to another table, or to lunch, or go home. The 

photograph's timelessness allows Jude to manipulate his fantasy freely, without pausing 
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his dream-weaving for lunch breaks. While later Sue will try – rightly – to disillusion 

Jude and show him who she really is, at this point Jude appreciates Sue for being a 

lifeless image onto which he may project his fantasies. Sue is thus both idealized and 

objectified, fulfilling Jude's need for a physical form with whom he may interact (if only, 

ironically, in his mind) while being in no way allowed to assert herself as a living subject. 

Jude acknowledges the imaginary nature of this image, and accepts that he does not know 

who Sue really is, but also rejects the idea of replacing his ideal Sue with the real one: 

 To be sure she was almost an ideality to him still. Perhaps to know her would be 

 to cure himself of this unexpected and unauthorized passion. A voice whispered 

 that, though he desired to know her, he did not desire to be cured. (98) 

Jude understands that his “unauthorized passion” comes from the “ideality” which he has 

created of/for Sue, but because he is enjoying the feelings that come with the creation of 

this ideality, he refuses to try to discover the real Sue and the ways in which she is sure to 

differ from the Sue in his own mind. Jude's desire to know Sue is problematic, because of 

his lack of a desire to be “cured.” This passage indicates that although he appreciates the 

form which Sue has taken on in his mind, he is tiring of her existing only in that medium. 

Thus he desires to know Sue so that his fantasy can take on another dimension, but 

because he fears that she will be unlike this fantasy, he expects that knowing Sue will 

“cure” him of his passion for her. 

 Marjorie Garson, in her article “Jude's Idealism,” characterizes the Sue which 

Jude imagines as, like Christminster, “bodiless” (457) in contrast to what she describes as 

Jude's “aim,” which is “to make the word real [...] by giving it a body” (461). This aim is, 

according to Garson, to cement not only literal words, such as those which he restores in 
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his occupation, by putting them in stone but to attempt to capture the passage of time as 

embodied by words. For example, she cites the preservation of the past and its ideals as 

giving the word a body for the past, and Jude's carving of the word “THITHER” as a way 

for him to make concrete his future by giving it the literal body of the carved stone. By 

viewing Sue's photograph in the same terms through which Garson describes the “word,” 

her argument almost reverses itself. Jude embodies the “word” by carving it into stone, 

offering it permanence and a body, both through his ambitious inscription of the phrase 

“THITHER,” and through his later occupation as a stonemason. His academic pursuits 

are the attempt to take what he has read, and what he has learned, and transform those 

pieces of knowledge into his life and his reality. Through this critical lens, wherein Jude 

creates his world as the embodiment of his desires, if the photograph is viewed in the 

same terms as the “word,” Jude projecting his ideality onto Sue's reality is a similar 

process of embodiment. Jude views Sue's photograph in the same way that he reads texts, 

and his relationship with Sue's photograph, through the intermediary of his fantasy, 

creates the desire to embody the Sue that he has “read” through her image. The obvious 

problem with his desire is that Sue already has a body, and a real self that is born not 

from a photograph and Jude's fantasy but which precedes it. The Sue that Jude so desires 

is absolutely not “bodiless:” in fact, his infatuation with her photograph created a 

powerful desire for an embodied Sue. Though Jude claims that his desire is for an 

intellectual sympathy, he is attempting to mask a physical need: the narrator states that 

“whatever Sue’s virtues, talents, or ecclesiastical saturation, it was certain that those 

items were not at all the cause of his affection for her” (98). Jude clearly has sexual 

feelings for Sue, and the gratification of those sexual feelings requires the presence of a 
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body; the distinction is that Jude does not want the pre-existing Sue, but rather to make 

his imaginary Sue into its own body. Because of the obvious impossibility of this desire, 

he instead has the fervent belief that Sue really is the woman he imagined her to be, 

because if she isn't, then not only is his desire to embody her image unfulfilled, but his 

fantasy is shattered through the acknowledgment of its predecessor. 

 As owner of Sue's image and creator of his idea of her, Jude imagines himself as 

the owner of Sue (insofar as he believes Sue to be representative of his fantasy of her). At 

the same time that Jude is musing upon Sue's likeness to her image, he states that she is 

“so pretty that he could not believe it possible that she should belong to him” (88). While 

“belonging” was, at the time, a common term referring to family relationships, this term 

has deeper implications considering Jude's construction of his ideal version of Sue, and 

the manipulation of her words and actions so that they will fit this ideality.
9
  Having taken 

ownership of Sue's image, when he sees her in person he imagines that he possesses her 

in the same way. While flabbergasted at the fact that she could possibly be his, he 

nonetheless affirms that she is in fact his own. Sara Crangle supports my line of argument 

when she argues that “the monitoring and/or ownership of Sue's image” is “equated with 

the possession of her sexually elusive self” (25). This possession, however, is one 

constructed by Jude, rather than one that actually exists within their relationship. In 

defiance of Sue's sexual elusiveness, Jude takes possession of her image in order to 

imagine himself capable of possessing Sue herself through sexual interaction. Crangle, 

however, uses the framing of characters (in windows, photos, etc) as symbols of the 

constricting nature of social structure rather than a visual device to demonstrate Jude's 

                                                 
9
 “belong, v. [...] to be a member of a family, society, or nation” (Oxford English Dictionary)  
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fantastical relationship with Sue and her image. The way that Jude views Sue through the 

“frame” of her photograph supports not a social commentary, but rather Jude's personal 

refusal to recognize Sue as she is. Jude views a Sue that cannot interact with him so that 

he can create and possess her in his own way. Jude later will use this idea of Sue as 

reason to believe that he knows Sue deeply and intimately – supposedly Jude “knew the 

quality of every vibration in Sue's voice, could read every symptom of her mental 

condition” (189) and while in this instance he is correct in assuming Sue's unhappiness in 

her married state, this presumption of his complete understanding of Sue is vehemently 

denied by Sue herself, who tells him: “You don't know what's inside me” (139). Sue's 

sexuality – and in fact her entire being – resides within her, rather than in external 

expressions of love (such as sexual intercourse) or emotional outbursts. Though she 

experiences emotions and these emotions are visible in her person, the trait which she 

values about herself is not any physical part but rather the conceptual being she believes 

herself to be. This sort of self-visualization complicates the relationship because both 

Jude's understanding of Sue, and Sue's understanding of herself, are purely conceptual 

and, in a sense, idealized. Though Sue believes herself to exist primarily in her mind, she 

does have a body and emotions which she refuses to acknowledge. The important thing, 

for Jude, is reading her expression and voice, where Sue insists that he does not 

understand her because that which needs to be understood is not visible but inside herself. 

Sue, a being who exists almost entirely in her own mind, and denies not only her own 

body but the fulfillment of the bodies of those men with whom she has involved herself 

(because to satisfy those bodies would mean the sacrifice of her own) responds to Jude's 

assertion of their verisimilitude with the exhortation: “Not in our thoughts!” (202). 
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However, because she does concede that they may be alike “a little in (their) feelings” 

(202), Jude, whose emotions are firmly tied to his body takes this as evidence not only 

that they truly are alike, but that her feelings for him must match those of his own for her. 

What Jude refuses to realize is that Sue's feelings are not what rule her;  she is instead 

dominated by her thoughts.  

 Jude's immediate possession of Sue in his mind prepares him for a wealth of 

denial when later she denies romantic interest in him. Rather than accepting that Sue and 

his fantastical construction of her do not exhibit the same traits, he instead creates Sue's 

love for him in his own mind by construing her words in his own way. When she finally 

confesses to him that she is unhappy in her marriage because of her “repugnance” (212) 

for the physical duties of marriage, Jude takes this as almost a confession of love for him. 

He asks her, “You would have been my wife, Sue, wouldn't you, if it hadn't been for 

that?” (213), referring to his previous marriage. Jude takes her silence as affirmation and 

believes wholeheartedly that Sue loves him, and that it is that love which causes her 

unhappiness, rather than her distaste for the duties of wifedom. Sue's unhappiness was 

not born from a distaste for Phillotson as a person, but rather a terror that overcame her 

whenever she was with him as a wife, because being his wife implied an obligation 

toward his sexual gratification. She may have loved Phillotson, but simply wanted to 

avoid the sexual obligations of being his wife. Thus Jude's argument that she would have 

chosen to be his wife instead of Phillotson's is absurd, as Sue has no desire to be a wife at 

all. Unfortunately, Jude's powerful but misguided belief in Sue's passion for him makes 

Jude pursue his cousin until she acquiesces on each point for which he presses her; he 

believes Sue's resistance is coyness rather than a legitimate lack of desire for intimacy 
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with him or any other man. Because Jude has fantastically constructed Sue as a sexual 

creature, he attempts to treat her as such and resents her resistance to him: 

 I do love you, Sue, though I have danced attendance on you so long for such poor 

 returns! [...] It  is all very well to preach about self-control, and the wickedness of 

 coercing a woman. [...] I have exercised some little restraint in always giving in to 

 your wishes – living here in one house, and not a soul between us. (266) 

Jude behaves as if Sue owes him some sort of sexual responsiveness, and his “giving in 

to (her) wishes” is an act of generosity on his part. While it is arguable that a man during 

this period might have considered Jude to be absolutely right, if Jude had not created a 

preconceived idea of Sue before meeting her, he might have realized that Sue did not fit 

the mold of the “normal” Victorian woman. Thus Sue cannot submit to the idea that 

acquiescing to a man's sexual desires is a social duty which is performed, if not 

enthusiastically, at least somewhat readily. But because Jude had already decided what 

sort of woman Sue was from the start, he is unable to realize that she is not ready or 

willing to be intimate with him. She has no desire for sexual intimacy, childbirth, or 

motherhood.
10

 After the marriages of Jude and Sue are dissolved, Jude suggests that Sue 

and he marry and live as husband and wife, to which Sue objects: 

 I think I would much rather go on living always as lovers, as we are living now, 

 and only meeting by day. It is so much sweeter – for the woman at least, and when 

 she is sure of the man. (259) 

Though a contemporary interpretation of the term “lovers” calls to mind a sexually active 

                                                 
10

 Sue states of her children, “it seems such a terribly tragic thing to bring beings into the world – so 

presumptuous – that I question my right to do it sometimes!” (312), expressing a clear discomfort with 

being a mother at all. 
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relationship, Sue is in fact suggesting a sort of perpetual courtship, through which the two 

of them can love one another in their minds without ever sharing their bodies. The 

mention of “only meeting by day” (259) rejects any desire for sexual interaction with 

Jude, thus continuing Sue's rejection of her body. It also expounds on Sue's distaste for 

sexual obligation, and the expectations for fulfillment that come with marriage. 

 Jude's insistence upon Sue's physicality, and thus sexuality, leads him to believe 

that she has sexual urges like his own and thus they somehow (not explained in the novel) 

have the few sexual encounters which result in their three children,
11

 without whom the 

tragic murder-suicide committed by Father Time in Part Sixth would have been 

impossible. Father Time's death mask seems to expose Jude's poor decisions, its 

expression betraying “all the accidents, mistakes, fears, errors of the last”
12

 (337). Jude's 

greatest “error” was the misconception of Sue that resulted in the conception of the 

children who became “too menny” (336), and were sacrificed for their parents. 

 Though on the surface, Jude's fascination with Sue's portrait appears to be simply 

a young man pining for a beautiful woman, it in fact reveals a wealth of information 

about Jude's character. This one photograph, taken of a woman like Sue, and viewed by a 

man like Jude, can ignite a romantic conflict that eventually burns into a senseless 

tragedy. Imagining a photograph as not only a token, or even a symbol, but rather as a 

representation that predates and originates its living subject moves it from the realm of art 

or even history into a much more dangerous category that allows a viewer to efface the 

personality of a subject.

                                                 
11

 The fourth, and oldest, Father Time, because he is adopted, does not factor into this number, though I 

have included Sue's unborn third child, as her miscarriage is a result of the death of the other children, 

and is just as poignant a loss as that of the other three. 
12

 Here the “last” contrasts the “first union of Jude” to Arabella, and thus refers to his “union” with Sue. 
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Chapter Six: 

Conclusion: Two is “Too Menny” 

 Father Time's murder-suicide which finally destroys the tenuous relationship 

between Jude and Sue is performed early in the morning, with no witnesses but the 

children he takes to the grave with him. He does, however, leave behind his final words 

in the form of a note that reads: “Done because we are too menny” (Hardy 336). This line 

is generally interpreted as meaning that the family has grown too large, that with three 

children and another on the way, they cannot afford to support themselves, and Father 

Time is in a way saving them from themselves. While this interpretation is certainly 

plausible, I would argue that another reading of this note presents itself in light of my 

previous statements. In this chapter, I will argue that the loss of the children was a 

necessary catalyst to destroy the relationship that never should have started. They are 

“too menny” not only because the family has grown too large, but because Jude and Sue 

are too different, too complex, to be able to truly connect and succeed together; if the 

joining of two people is meant to make them one, Jude and Sue fail because they are not 

one but “menny.” 

 Father Time's spelling mistake is significant. By stating the family is not too 

“many” but too “menny,” he suggests that it is not only the disparity of the pair that pulls 

them apart but the carnality of their relationship that was brought about only with great 

effort on Jude's part. Jude's physical, sexual nature conflicted consistently with Sue's 

ethereality, but as evidenced by their offspring, the physical overcame the spiritual on at 

least three occasions. They are too “menny” by being too sexually needy in Jude's case, 

and too susceptible to influence, in Sue's. While Sue appears immune to the physical 
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world, her desire to please Jude, whom she loves, requires her to participate in sexual 

acts. As a result of her participation, she also is too “menny” and the physical and carnal 

world drains her and limits her – and Jude's – opportunities. The two engage in physical 

acts which their society restricted to those within the institution of marriage, while 

refusing to enter into that union, and thus their simple, uncomplicated (by law) 

physicality contributes to their eventual destruction. 

 Their act is clearly in defiance of their own social norms, though the tragedy that 

results from it is Hardy's argument for the arbitrary and cruel nature of those very norms. 

The fallen, sexual nature of their relationship is problematic not only because of the 

conflict it presents with their society, but also because by creating life, the couple brought 

death into their worlds. Sue expresses frequent discomfort at the idea of children, 

especially her own, referring to the act as “presumptuous” and “tragic” (312). Bringing 

life into the world is, for Sue, an act that is akin to playing God, and at the same time is 

inviting death through the creation of mortal beings. When Jude and his family is too 

“menny,” they are too fallen, too mortal, and thus are susceptible to death and tragedy. 

 The portrait of Sue, through the interpretation of Jude, contributes to all of these 

permutations of being “menny.” Jude's ideal Sue, who would be the perfect match for 

himself, is completely divergent from the real Sue. Jude creates this Sue to be his perfect 

mate, and assigns that idealization to a woman who does not fit its requirements. Sue's 

portrait-self is like himself; Sue the woman is not. In the novel, Jude tries to force 

together two beings who are by nature separate, and inevitably it is a failure. Jude also, 

through his reliance on this fantastical Sue, believes that what is truly a deep fear of 

physical sexuality is in fact coyness; thus, he pressures her into sexual encounters that she 
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has tried to resist, and brings into the world beings which she never wanted. Their 

physical, “menny” act of creating children not only strained the relationship by pushing 

them into financial distress and social ostracism, but brought into the world beings who 

lived, and thus brought into their lives the possibility of tragic loss. Through Jude's blind 

idealism and misguided love for his cousin, he unwittingly invites death into his life. The 

one, simple act of viewing a photograph of a kinswoman sets into motion Jude's complex 

and dangerous fantasy which destroys not only his own life, but that of Sue and their 

children.
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