
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreviewEnglish Review  February 2019 2120

 texts in context

Tess of the 
D’Urbervilles

by Thomas Hardy

Tess of the D’Urbervilles first appeared in 1891, in weekly instalments published in magazines in 
England and America. In December of that year, a three-volume book-form was produced. It tells the 

story of Tess Durbeyfield, a poor girl from rural Dorset, who is sent by her parents to meet wealthy 
Alec D’Urberville in the hope that a financially advantageous family connection can be established. 

Tess’s beauty and innocence lead to an illegitimate child, tangled relationships and tragedy. 

An evolving text
Tess of the D'Urbervilles propelled Hardy to literary fame and fortune, 
but it was also the subject of heated discussion and disagreement 
over its attitudes to morality and social convention. Hardy had been 
forced to cut some passages from the original text before it could be 
published in family magazines, but was able to restore these in the 
book-form edition of December 1891 (referred to in this article). After 
that, the novel was reprinted regularly and revised by Hardy several 
times. 

Tim Dolin in the Penguin Classics edition describes the text as 
being ‘in a more or less constant state of evolution from the late 
1880s until at least 1919…’ (Dolin in Hardy, p. liii). These variations 
imply that Hardy never quite firmed up his opinions about the many 
themes which his novel covers and that readers must be prepared for 
uncertainty.

Pure and fallen women
In Tess, Hardy presents a version of a Victorian stereotype: the 
‘fallen woman’ who transgressed gender ideals by being overtly 
sexual or the victim of a male sexual predator. The ‘type’ can be 
seen repeatedly in paintings such as ‘The Awakening Conscience’ 
by Holman Hunt and ‘Found’ by Dante Gabriel Rossetti. The debate 
over Tess’s ‘fall’ began with the novel’s publication in book-form, 
when Hardy added a provocative subtitle: ‘A pure woman’ — a clear 
challenge to Victorian ideas about female propriety. 

Further revisions, including the ambiguous scene in which Tess 
is either seduced or raped, complicate the question of her ‘purity’. 
The feminist critic Laura Claridge points out that Tess ‘is too often 
caught in the middle of Hardy’s own evolving ideas’ (p. liii). It is also 
important to consider how Hardy’s treatment of male hypocrisy and 
the ‘double standard’ drew little attention when the novel was first 
published. 

Social class, dialect and education
Hardy was born in a hamlet in Dorset to working-class parents, and 
had to walk miles to school. He attended a nearby church with his 
family and played music with his father — an upbringing which 
steeped him in local landscapes, history, songs and language. 
He frequently uses dialect in his novels to characterise working 
labourers, though he did not speak in dialect himself. ‘Mrs 
Durbeyfield still habitually spoke the dialect; her daughter…used it 
only when excited by joy, surprise or grief’ (p. 21).

Similar conflicts between working-class roots and education 
are clearly depicted in Tess, who has received ‘trained National 
teachings and Standard knowledge’ (p. 23), unlike her uneducated, 
superstitious mother. Educational reform has created a vast 
generation gap: ‘When they were together the Jacobean and 
Victorian ages were juxtaposed’ (p. 23).

Landscape 
Hardy renamed existing towns and villages in Dorset to create 
his fictional county of Wessex, across which Tess makes many 
journeys. Even when she travels to unknown places, her moods and 
the trajectory of her life seem ‘akin to the landscape… Her hopes 
mingled with the sunshine … She heard a pleasant voice in every 
breeze, and in every bird’s note seemed to lurk a joy’ (pp. 102–03). 

Yet, in the same chapter there are also indications that Tess’s 
relationship to the landscape is less than equal: ‘Not quite sure of her 
direction, Tess stood still…like a fly on a billiard table’ (p. 105). By 
the end of the novel, the Wessex landscape is uncaring of her fate: 
‘All around was open loneliness and black solitude’ (p. 392).

Local stories and family history
A less obvious way in which the Dorset setting of Tess of the 
D’Urbervilles permeates the book is through Hardy’s use of family 
history, personal experience and local incidents. Hardy regularly used 
news stories from the local Dorset County Chronicle in his novels, 
and in Tess he makes use of striking incidents taken from his files, 
such as the fatal accident to the horse, Prince, in Chapter 4 and the 
bloodstained ceiling in Chapter 56. 

Several biographers have discussed the significance of Hardy’s 
presence at the hanging of Martha Browne, when he was 16. Claire 
Tomalin described how he recalled ‘what a fine figure she showed 
against the sky…and how the tight black gown set off her shape…’ 
(Tomalin, pp. 43–44). Others have considered female members of his 
family in relation to Tess, including his grandmother (who gave birth 
to an illegitimate child) and other transgressors. 

Industry and science 
Railways and the industrialisation of farming brought huge changes 
to rural life. When a threshing machine is brought to the harvest, the 
itinerant engineer in charge is described as an isolated, unconnected 
figure — ‘his eyes on his iron charge, hardly perceiving the scenes 
around him and caring for them not at all’ (p. 325). Women, who 
make up the majority of the harvest workers in this scene, are 
especially at risk from the ‘red tyrant that [they] had come to serve’ 
(p. 325). 

But if industrialisation is a threat, educated, scientifically trained 
agriculturalists like Angel Clare represent opportunity — or would 
if they could escape from religious conservatism and conventional 
morality. (For further discussion of this topic, see Louis Fletcher’s 
article ‘Women of God? Tess, Jane and the nineteenth-century 
heroine’ in ENGLISH REVIEW, Vol. 29, No. 2, November 2018.)
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