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Lesson plan 

Angels and demons in Tess of the 
d’Urbervilles 
Luke McBratney 

The big picture Use Laura Burden’s article on pp. 16–19 of the magazine as a tool to uncover 
levels of complexity in Hardy’s characterisation of Alec and Angel in Tess of the 
D’Urbervilles. 

Learning 
objectives 

To develop greater understanding of Hardy’s characterisation of the male 
characters (AO1). 

To appreciate how our understanding of context can shape our response to the 
text (AO3). 

To make connections between the novel and another text (AO4). 

Some students may be able to evaluate or apply critical views (AO5). 

Starter activity  1 Analyse the ways in which the characters are presented in the following film 
stills. Comment on their dress, posture, physical appearance and any other 
aspects you feel are relevant. 

Tess (1978, dir. Roman Polanski): www.tinyurl.com/pgpbr9o 

Tess of the D’Urbervilles (1998, dir. Ian Sharp): www.tinyurl.com/q94mzce 

and/or 

2 Consider the names chosen by Hardy for his main male characters. Think 
about the sounds of the names as well as any connotations (associations) you 
feel they might have. From their names alone, what impressions do you form of 
each character? 

Lesson activities 1 Characterisation 

All read the first paragraph of Laura Burden’s article on pp. 16–19 of the 
magazine. Explain Burden’s views on the characterisation of both Alec and 
Angel.  Next, split into two groups, read the rest of the article and: 

• Group 1: read the comments on Alec closely. In what ways does Burden 
suggest that Alec can be viewed as a Satanic figure? What other 
aspects of Tess’s relationship with Alec are mentioned? 

• Group 2: read the comments on Angel closely. In what ways does 
Burden suggest that Tess’s relationship with Angel is loving or pure?  
What other aspects of Tess’s relationship with Angel are mentioned? 
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2 Context 

In what ways does Burden show that Tess’s relationships reflect aspects of 
Victorian morality? 

3 Connections 

In what ways is the presentation of Tess’s life with Alec in Sandbourne similar to 
the life of Amelia (’Melia) in Hardy’s poem ‘The Ruined Maid’? (see below). How 
are the texts different in terms of their presentation of ‘fallen’ women? 

Plenary   Discussion: What are the functions of Angel and Alec in the narrative?  In what 
ways do you think Hardy uses them to explore his themes and ideas? How do 
Tess’s relationships with these men reflect aspects of Victorian society? 

Homework task  In the light of Burden’s article, reread the introductory descriptions of either:  

• Alec — Chapter 5 (The Maiden) 

or 

• Angel — the last page or so of Chapter 2 (The Maiden) and the 
beginning of Chapter 18 (The Rally) 

In what ways is the character presented in this section of the novel? Include 
comment on how later actions or events might be foreshadowed and relevant 
detailed analysis of the ways that Hardy shapes meanings.  

Assessment  The homework task could be written up as an assessed essay, using the generic 
marking grid for your exam board. 

Differentiation 
opportunities 

Groups could be differentiated by ability. More or less support could be given — 
for example, prompts on where in the article to find the main points. The work on 
Angel is probably more challenging (seeing the less sympathetic side of his 
characterisation).The context task could be set as an extension activity. 

Further extension activity/follow-up task: some critics are even less 
sympathetic to Angel than Laura Burden. For example, Dorothy Van Ghent 
writes that ‘In his conceited impotence, [Angel] will violate Tess more nastily than 
her sensual seducer’ (1953, The English Novel: Form and Function, Harper and 
Brothers). 

How far is this view justified by your reading of Tess of the D’Urbervilles? 
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The Ruined Maid 
‘O 'Melia, my dear, this does everything crown! 

Who could have supposed I should meet you in Town? 

And whence such fair garments, such prosperi-ty?’ — 

"O didn't you know I'd been ruined?" said she. 

 

— ‘You left us in tatters, without shoes or socks, 

Tired of digging potatoes, and spudding up docks; 

And now you've gay bracelets and bright feathers three!’ — 

‘Yes: that's how we dress when we're ruined,’ said she. 

 

— ‘At home in the barton you said thee' and thou,' 

And thik oon,' and theäs oon,' and t'other'; but now 

Your talking quite fits 'ee for high compa-ny!’ — 

‘Some polish is gained with one's ruin,’ said she. 

 

— ‘Your hands were like paws then, your face blue and bleak 

But now I'm bewitched by your delicate cheek, 

And your little gloves fit as on any la-dy!’ — 

‘We never do work when we're ruined,’ said she. 

 

— ‘You used to call home-life a hag-ridden dream, 

And you'd sigh, and you'd sock; but at present you seem 

To know not of megrims or melancho-ly!’ — 

‘True. One's pretty lively when ruined,’ said she. 

 

— ‘I wish I had feathers, a fine sweeping gown, 

And a delicate face, and could strut about Town!’ — 

‘My dear — a raw country girl, such as you be, 

Cannot quite expect that. You ain't ruined,’ said she. 
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