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Introduction

Tess of the d’Urbervilles was initially published in a serial form because of the nature of its 
content. Victorian readership disapproved of novels containing seduction and violence. 
However, after its initial run as a serial, the novel was published as a three-volume book. 
Teachers should be aware that although the scene between Alec and Tess at Chaseborough is 
not explicit in its description of Alec’s seduction, the implication is that a rape has occurred.

The teacher may find it helpful to explain the concept of the serialized novel in 
demonstrating the intricacy of Hardy’s writing and to create a map in which to illustrate 
Tess’s journey throughout England. Because setting is so important in the action of the novel, 
students should be familiar with England’s landscape.

Several websites are available on the Internet that contain the illustrations that accompanied 
Hardy’s publication of Tess of the d’Urbervilles. While the illustrations are not necessary in 
understanding the basic plot of the novel, oftentimes evaluating the connection between 
illustration and text can create deeper understanding for the reader.

Notes: All page references come from the Dover Thrift edition of Tess of the d’Urbervilles, 
copyright 2001. Note that the Dover edition capitalizes the “D” in the title and at the top of 
every page; we feel that this is not correct and use the lowercase “d” in the title.
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Objectives

By the end of this Unit, the student will be able to:

1. explain how Thomas Hardy feels about the divorce laws and rural life of the Victorian 
era based on his depictions of each.

2. explain Tess’s and Angel’s struggle with fate throughout the novel.

3. discuss the characterization of Tess as a good and noble woman.

4. discuss Tess of the d’Urbervilles as a work of tragedy.

5. define and cite examples of:
• imagery
• foreshadowing
• symbolism
• satire
• irony
• motif
• theme

6. understand how the landscape and setting help influence and mirror the meaning in 
the text.

7. discuss how Tess is a victim of her social class.

8. discuss who was more responsible for Tess’s final demise, Angel or Alec.

9. compare and contrast Alec d’Urberville and Angel Clare.

10. explain the type of narration Hardy uses in the novel and determine its effectiveness.

11. explain the effectiveness of omens as instances of foreshadowing throughout the 
novel.

12. compare and contrast Tess’s life at Talbothay’s Dairy and Flintcomb-Ash.

13. characterize the relationship between Angel and his father.

14. characterize the relationship between Tess and her parents. 



6

Tess of the d’Urbervilles		  TEACHING UNIT

		  QUESTIONS FOR ESSAY AND DISCUSSION

Questions for Essay and Discussion

1.	 Trace the instances of sleep throughout the novel. For each instance, explain who is 
sleeping and what happens after the person awakens. How does sleep seem to be a 
recurring motif throughout the novel?

2.	 Discuss the role of Fate in Tess’s life. How does it determine Tess’s actions and reactions 
to circumstances?

3.	 Who is the villain in the novel? Discuss who or what could be characterized as the 
antagonizing force? Is it appropriate or inappropriate to characterize both Alec and 
society as villains?

4.	 Explain the role of landscape or setting in the novel? How does the setting mirror the 
action in the story? Do seasonal changes act as symbols throughout the novel? Cite 
examples from the text as support, illustrating how the setting and action work in tandem.

5.	 How does the role of the narrator function in the novel? Does the narrator help or 
hinder the reader’s understanding of both the events and the feelings of the characters?

6.	 Tess of the d’Urbervilles is a novel of contrasts between what Tess is supposed to be and 
what she is. Explain the nature of this contrast. To which family (as representative of a 
societal group) does Tess belong, the d’Urbervilles or the Durbeyfields?

7.	 Compare and contrast Alec and Angel. Which of the characters do you consider to be 
most at fault in Tess’s demise? Explain.

8.	 Explain the omens that are present in the novel. How do they affect the reader’s 
understanding of Tess’s demise?

9.	 Consider the significant places in which Tess resides. Compare and contrast each place. 
For example, consider Tess’s life at Talbothay’s Dairy versus Flintcomb-Ash.

10.	 Compare and contrast the relationship between Angel and his parents with the 
relationship of Tess and her parents.

11.	 Discuss Angel’s inner conflicts when he learns of Tess’s past.

12.	 Discuss Alec’s success, or lack of success, in his seduction of Tess.

13.	 Explain why the novel can be classified as a tragedy. Is Tess a tragic heroine? Why or 
why not?
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Tess of the d’Urbervilles

Preface to the Fifth and Later Editions

1.	 How does Hardy begin his preface?
	 _________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

2.	 Explain Hardy’s intention, or lack of intention, when writing the novel.
	 _________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

3.	 Summarize the objections that some readers maintained with the novel.
	 _________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

4.	 What does the reader learn about the subtitle to the novel?
	 _________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
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PHASE THE FIRST – The Maiden

Chapter 1

Vocabulary

antiquary – a person who studies the ancient times by looking at relics, manuscripts
debased – reversed; turned upside down from its proper position
effigies – likenesses of people
haggler – a person who is the middleman between a vegetable producer and the market
lath-like – very thin, like a piece of wood
mendacious – false
stripling – an adolescent
vicissitudes – the successions of one thing to another

1.	 Characterize Jack Durbeyfield based on the description given in the first paragraph.
	 _________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

2.	 Jack questions the parson about calling him “Sir John” and refers to himself as a 
“haggler.” What is the implication of the term “haggler”?

	 _________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

3.	 What does Jack Durbeyfield discover from his conversation with Parson Tringham?
	 _________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

4.	 The parson describes the lineage of the d’Urberville name. Why is the description 
important?

	 _________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
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Chapter 10

Vocabulary

animus – disposition
dyspeptic – marked by indigestion
fatuous – silly
idiosyncrasy – peculiarity
laconically – concisely
levity – lacking seriousness
nebulosity – vagueness
rotundities – roundness
serpentine – sneaky and tempting; like a snake
treacle – molasses
vituperation – angry yelling and condemnation

1.	 Describe the attitude that pervades the village near which Tess is living.
	 _________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

2.	 What effect does Hardy have when he refers to the men in the fields as philosophers?
	 _________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

3.	 How does Tess happen to meet Alec in the town?
	 _________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________

4.	 What does Alec offer, and what is Tess’s response to his offer?
	 _________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________




