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A PAIR OF BLUE EYES
SPARKNOTES: A
COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO
THOMAS HARDY’S EARLY
MASTERPIECE

Thomas Hardy’s third published novel, A
Pair  of  Blue Eyes,  remains  one of  the
most poignant and structurally inventive
works  of  Victorian  literature.  Often
overshadowed by his later classics like
Tess  of  the d’Urbervilles  and Jude the
Obscure,  this  1873  novel  is  essential
reading for anyone interested in Hardy’s
development  as  a  writer.  The  story
weaves a tragic love triangle against the
rugged  cliffs  of  Cornwall,  exploring
themes  of  fate,  social  class,  and  the
cruelty  of  romantic  idealism.  For
students,  scholars,  or  casual  readers
seeking a deeper understanding, finding
a reliable A Pair of Blue Eyes Sparknotes
guide can illuminate the novel’s complex
narrative  and  rich  symbolism.  This
article  provides  a  thorough  analysis,
covering  plot,  characters,  themes,  and
literary  devices,  ensuring  you  grasp
everything  Hardy  intended  in  this
emotionally  charged  work.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A TRAGIC LOVE
TRIANGLE IN VICTORIAN
ENGLAND

The  novel  introduces  us  to  Elfride
Swancourt,  a  young,  intelligent,  and
beautiful woman living with her father,
the Reverend Swancourt, in the remote

parish  of  Endeilstow,  Cornwall.  Elfride
possesses  a  pair  of  striking  blue  eyes
tha t  become  a  cen t ra l  symbo l
throughout the narrative. Her life takes a
dramatic  turn  when  Stephen  Smith,  a
humble architect’s  assistant,  arrives to
work  on  the  local  church  restoration.
Stephen,  though  socially  inferior  to
Elfride,  is  well-read  and  charming.  A
passionate romance blossoms between
them,  and  they  become  secretly
engaged.
However, their happiness is short-lived.
When  Stephen’s  lowly  parentage  is
revea led—h is  f a the r  i s  a  poor
mason—the Reverend Swancourt forbids
the match. Stephen leaves for India to
make  his  fortune,  promising  to  return
and marry Elfride.  During his  absence,
E l f r i de  meets  Henry  Kn igh t ,  a
sophisticated London literary critic and a
former friend of Stephen. Knight, initially
condescending toward Elfride, becomes
captivated  by  her  intelligence  and
innocence.  He  proposes,  and  Elfride,
feeling abandoned by Stephen, accepts.
But  Knight  is  a  man  of  rigid  moral
principles.  Before  the  wedding,  Elfride
confesses that she had been previously
engaged  and  had  taken  a  secret,
unchaperoned train  ride  with  Stephen.
Knight,  horrified,  breaks  off  the
engagement.
The  final  act  of  the  novel  is  a
masterstroke  of  tragic  irony.  Stephen
returns from India, now successful and
determined  to  win  Elfride  back.  He
pursues  her  to  London,  while  Knight,
consumed by  regret,  also  attempts  to
reconcile. Both men travel on the same
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train, unaware of each other’s mission.
They arrive at Elfride’s London residence
only to discover that she has died of a
fever the previous day. Her body is being
transported back to Cornwall on the very
train they took. The novel ends with a
devastating image: Knight and Stephen,
mortal  enemies,  sharing  a  railway
carriage  with  Elfride’s  coffin  in  the
luggage  van  ahead.  It  is  a  heart-
wrenching  conclusion  that  underscores
Hardy’s bleak view of fate and missed
connections.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS: THE
PLAYERS IN HARDY’S TRAGEDY

Elfride
Swancourt: The
Blue-Eyed
Heroine
Elfride  is  one  of  Hardy’s  most  fully
realized female characters, a prototype
for  the  later ,  more  famous  Tess
Durbeyfield.  She  is  intelligent,  artistic,
and deeply emotional. Her “pair of blue
eyes”  are  not  merely  a  physical
descript ion;  they  symbolize  her
innocence,  depth,  and  vulnerability.
Elfride  is  caught  between her  genuine
affections  and  the  rigid  expectations  of
V i c to r i an  soc i e t y .  She  makes
mistakes—lying about her past, agreeing
to a secret train ride—but Hardy paints
her not as a villain but as a victim of
circumstance.  Her  tragic  death  is  a
direct  result  of  the  unforgiving  moral
codes imposed on women. In any A Pair
of Blue Eyes Sparknotes analysis, Elfride
is  rightly  recognized  as  the  emotional
heart of the novel, whose fate is sealed

by the very men who claim to love her.

Stephen Smith:
The Ambitious
Lover
Stephen  represents  the  rising  middle
class.  He  is  earnest,  hardworking,  but
insecure about his  social  standing.  His
love  for  Elfride  is  genuine,  but  his
ambition  and  his  deference  to  Knight
ultimately cause the delay that leads to
tragedy. Stephen’s weakness lies in his
inability to assert himself. He allows his
engagement to Elfride to remain secret,
and  then  he  leaves  her  vulnerable  to
Knight ’s  courtsh ip .  Whi le  he  is
sympathetic,  Hardy  shows  that  good
intentions are not enough to overcome
the cruel mechanics of fate.

Henry Knight:
The Idealist Critic
Henry  Knight  is  arguably  the  most
complex character in the novel. A man of
intel lect  and  high  principles,  he
embodies  the  Victorian  ideal  of  the
rational,  civilized  gentleman.  Yet  his
rigidity  is  his  downfall.  When  Elfride
confesses  her  past  indiscretion  with
Stephen,  Knight  cannot  accept  it.  His
idealization of  Elfride is  shattered, and
he coldly rejects her. Hardy uses Knight
to critique the hypocrisy of a society that
demands  purity  from  women  while
excusing moral lapses in men. Knight’s
journey is a parallel to Elfride’s: both are
destroyed by impossible standards.
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MAJOR THEMES IN A PAIR OF
BLUE EYES

Fate and Coincidence: Hardy’s1.
novel is driven by a series of cruel
coincidences. The most powerful is
the final scene where Knight and
Stephen unknowingly accompany
Elfride’s corpse. This theme of
fate, or “the Immanent Will” as
Hardy later called it, suggests that
human lives are at the mercy of
indifferent forces.
Social Class and Marriage: The2.
novel explores how rigid class
distinctions dictate romantic
possibilities. Stephen is rejected
because of his father’s profession;
Elfride is valued primarily as a
marriage prize. Hardy exposes the
hypocrisy of a society that equates
worth with wealth and lineage.
Idealization vs. Reality: Both3.
Stephen and Knight love an
idealized version of Elfride. When
she fails to meet their internal
standards, they abandon her.
Hardy argues that romantic love
built on ideals rather than
acceptance is doomed. Elfride’s
pair of blue eyes represent the
perfect image that men project
onto her, but they fail to see the
real woman beneath.
Repression and Confession:4.
Victorian society demanded strict
moral conduct, especially from
women. Elfride’s inability to fully
confess her actions leads to
disaster. Knight’s inability to
forgive shows the destructive
power of society’s unforgiving
codes.

SYMBOLISM: THE BLUE EYES AND
THE CLIFF SCENE

The novel is rich with symbolic imagery.
The most obvious is  the title itself:  “a
pair  of  blue  eyes.”  These  eyes  are
described repeatedly, often with poetic
intensity. They represent beauty, truth,
and the soul. But they also symbolize the
male gaze—how men perceive and judge
women. The eyes are a doorway through
which Knight and Stephen see their own
desires, not Elfride’s reality.
Another  key  symbol  is  the  cliff  scene,
often  called  the  “cliff-hanger”  because
Hardy invented this literary device here.
In  a  pivotal  chapter,  Knight  slips  and
hangs  precariously  over  a  sheer  cliff.
E l f r ide  saves  h im  by  us ing  her
undergarments  as  a  rope.  This  scene
literalizes the idea of being “hanging by
a thread.” It  also inverts gender roles:
the  weak  woman becomes  the  savior,
and the strong intellectual man becomes
helpless.  The  cliff  symbolizes  the
precariousness of life and the thin line
between safety and disaster. Any serious
A  Pair  of  Blue  Eyes  Sparknotes  will
highlight this scene as a turning point for
Knight’s character.

LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE AND
CONTEXT

A  Pair  of  Blue  Eyes  was  the  first  of
Hardy’s novels to be serialized, and its
success  helped establish  his  career.  It
also  contains  the  first  use  of  the  term
“cliff-hanger”  in  English  literature,
coined by critics who read the tense cliff
scene  in  ser ia l  form.  The  novel
showcases Hardy’s developing style: his
descriptive  power,  his  sympathy  for
women,  and  his  bleak  philosophical
worldview.  It  bridges  his  early,  more
pastoral  works  with  the  later,  darker



4

4 A Pair Of Blue Eyes Sparknotes 2024-02-20

novels.
Compared to Hardy’s later masterpieces,
A  P a i r  o f  B l u e  E y e s  i s  m o r e
melodramatic,  but  its  psychological
depth  is  remarkable.  The  triangular
structure—two  men  loving  the  same
woman—became  a  recurring  motif  in
Hardy’s  work.  The  novel  also  reflects
Hardy’s  own  experiences  as  a  young
architect  in  Cornwall,  and his  troubled
relationship  with  his  first  wife  Emma
Gifford.  Indeed,  there  are  strong
autobiographical parallels: Emma was a
rector’s  daughter,  and  Hardy  was  a
social  inferior  who eventually  won her
hand. But unlike the novel, their real-life
story ended in bitterness.

KEY QUOTES AND THEIR
MEANING

“A woman’s mind is a mystery
which no man shall ever
solve.” — This reflects Hardy’s
awareness of the limitations of
male understanding, a theme
central to the novel.
“The beauty of her soul was
even more than the beauty of
her face.” — Said by Stephen,
this quote underscores the
idealization that leads to tragedy.
“Time, which heals grief, also

reveals truth.” — A
foreshadowing of the ironic
conclusion where time brings only
loss.

CONCLUSION: WHY A PAIR OF
BLUE EYES STILL MATTERS

More than a century after its publication,
A Pair  of  Blue  Eyes  remains  a  deeply
affecting novel that explores the eternal
conflict  between  love  and  social
expectation.  Hardy’s  ability  to  create
sympathetic  characters,  his  lyrical
descriptions of the Cornish coast, and his
unflinching  look  at  human  weakness
make  this  a  work  worth  studying.
Whether you are reading for a class, for
research,  or  simply  for  pleasure,  a
reliable A Pair of Blue Eyes Sparknotes
guide can help you navigate the novel’s
emotional  complexities.  But  ultimately,
the  story  of  Elfride  Swancourt,  whose
blue eyes hold such promise and such
pain, demands to be read in full. It is a
tragic reminder that silence, pride, and
rigid morality can destroy the very love
they are meant to protect. In the end,
the novel’s greatest lesson may be that
the  eyes  we  look  into  are  never  as
simple as they seem—they are mirrors of
our  own  desires,  and  sometimes,  the
only truth they reflect is loss.


