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what is tess of the d urbervilles about is a question that invites
exploration into one of the most profound and tragic novels written by Thomas
Hardy. This novel, set in Victorian England, examines the life, struggles,
and fate of Tess Durbeyfield, a young woman whose story is marked by
innocence, hardship, and the social constraints of her time. Understanding
what "Tess of the d’Urbervilles" is about requires delving into its themes of
fate, morality, class, and gender, as well as the detailed characterization
and setting Hardy employs. This article will provide a comprehensive overview
of the plot, main characters, central themes, and the social and historical
context that shape the narrative. It will also discuss the literary
significance and enduring relevance of the novel. The following sections will
guide readers through a structured examination of this classic work.

e Plot Overview of Tess of the d’Urbervilles

e Main Characters and Their Roles

e Themes and Symbolism in Tess of the d’Urbervilles
e Social and Historical Context

e Literary Significance and Reception

Plot Overview of Tess of the d’Urbervilles

The narrative of Tess of the d’Urbervilles centers around Tess Durbeyfield, a
poor country girl who learns that her family descends from the noble
d’'Urberville lineage. This discovery sets in motion a tragic chain of events
that shape her life. Tess is sent to claim kinship benefits from the wealthy
d’Urberville family but instead encounters Alec d’Urberville, whose
intentions lead to Tess’s downfall. After suffering a traumatic experience,
Tess struggles to maintain her dignity and survive in a society that judges
her harshly.

Throughout the novel, Tess’s life is marked by a series of misfortunes,
including loss, hardship, and complex romantic relationships, particularly
with Angel Clare, a man whose ideals clash with Tess’'s reality. The story
follows Tess’s journey through love, betrayal, and social condemnation,
ultimately culminating in a tragic conclusion that highlights themes of fate
and injustice.



Key Plot Points

e Tess's family background and discovery of noble ancestry
e Encounter and assault by Alec d’Urberville

e Tess's work as a dairymaid and meeting Angel Clare

e Angel’'s rejection upon learning Tess's past

e Tess’'s final act and its consequences

Main Characters and Their Roles

Understanding what Tess of the d’Urbervilles is about involves recognizing
the importance of its characters, who embody the novel’s complex social and
moral themes. Each character contributes to Tess’'s story and reflects broader
societal attitudes.

Tess Durbeyfield

The protagonist, Tess, is portrayed as a pure and resilient young woman whose
life is shaped by circumstances beyond her control. Her character symbolizes
innocence corrupted by societal judgment.

Alec d’Urberville

Alec represents the darker side of aristocracy and power. His actions toward
Tess initiate much of the tragedy, embodying themes of exploitation and moral
corruption.

Angel Clare

Angel is Tess’'s love interest, an idealistic man whose inability to accept
Tess's past reflects societal hypocrisy and the conflict between idealism and
reality.

Other Supporting Characters

Characters such as Tess’'s parents, Marian, and Liza-Lu add depth to the
social environment and Tess'’s personal world, highlighting class distinctions
and familial relationships.



Themes and Symbolism in Tess of the
d’Urbervilles

The novel is rich with themes and symbolic elements that enhance its
narrative and provide insight into the social and moral questions Hardy
raises.

Fate and Destiny

One of the central themes is the role of fate in human life. Tess’s
misfortunes often seem predestined, emphasizing the novel’s exploration of
fatalism.

Innocence and Guilt

Tess’s purity contrasts with the societal judgment she faces, challenging
conventional ideas of morality and sin.

Social Class and Inequality

The novel critiques the rigid class structures of Victorian England, showing
how they limit and define individuals’ lives.

Nature and Rural Life

Hardy'’'s detailed descriptions of the countryside serve as both a backdrop and
a symbolic element, reflecting the characters’ emotions and fortunes.

Symbolism

e The d’Urberville name symbolizes inherited status and its burdens.
e Light and darkness motifs illustrate innocence and corruption.

e Seasonal changes parallel Tess’s life stages and emotional states.

Social and Historical Context

To fully grasp what Tess of the d’Urbervilles is about, it is essential to
consider the social and historical context of late 19th-century England,
which informs the novel’'s themes and characters.



Victorian Society and Morality

The novel critiques the strict moral codes and gender roles of Victorian
society, particularly the double standards applied to men and women.

Rural Life and Industrialization

Hardy contrasts the traditional rural lifestyle with the encroaching forces
of industrialization, highlighting social change and economic hardship.

Gender and Sexuality

Tess's experiences expose the vulnerabilities of women in a patriarchal
society and the consequences of sexual exploitation and societal judgment.

Literary Significance and Reception

Tess of the d’Urbervilles holds a prominent place in English literature due
to its complex characterizations, thematic depth, and social critique.

Critical Reception

Upon publication, the novel sparked controversy because of its candid
treatment of sexuality and social issues, but it has since been recognized as
a masterpiece of naturalism and realism.

Influence on Literature

The novel influenced subsequent writers with its exploration of tragic fate,
social injustice, and psychological depth.

Enduring Relevance

Modern readers continue to find value in the novel’s examination of gender
inequality, social hypocrisy, and the human condition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main plot of Tess of the d'Urbervilles?

Tess of the d'Urbervilles follows the tragic life of Tess Durbeyfield, a
young woman from a poor rural family who discovers she is descended from the
noble d'Urberville family, leading to a series of misfortunes involving love,
betrayal, and societal judgment.



Who is the author of Tess of the d'Urbervilles and
what is the novel about?

Thomas Hardy is the author, and the novel explores themes of innocence, fate,
and social criticism through the story of Tess, highlighting the struggles of
a woman facing harsh Victorian societal norms.

What themes are explored in Tess of the
d'Urbervilles?

The novel explores themes such as social class, purity and morality, fate
versus free will, the role of women in society, and the conflict between
nature and industrialization.

How does Tess of the d'Urbervilles depict the role
of women in Victorian society?

The novel portrays Tess as a victim of the rigid and patriarchal Victorian
society, emphasizing the limited options and harsh judgments women faced,
especially regarding sexuality and social status.

What is the significance of the d'Urberville
heritage in the story?

Tess's discovery of her noble ancestry ironically leads to her downfall, as
it sets in motion events that expose her to exploitation and social
prejudice, symbolizing the burdens of inherited status and fate.

How does Tess of the d'Urbervilles end?

The novel ends tragically with Tess being executed for the murder of Alec
d'Urberville, highlighting the harsh consequences of societal hypocrisy and
Tess's struggle against her doomed fate.

Why is Tess of the d'Urbervilles considered a
classic novel?

It is considered a classic because of its profound exploration of complex
social issues, rich characterization, poetic prose, and its critique of
Victorian morality, which has resonated with readers for over a century.

Additional Resources

1. Far from the Madding Crowd by Thomas Hardy
This novel follows Bathsheba Everdene, a strong-willed young woman who
inherits a farm and attracts three very different suitors. Set in the rural



English countryside, the story explores themes of love, honor, and social
expectations. Like Tess of the d’Urbervilles, it delves into the complexities
of relationships and the struggles faced by women in Victorian society.

2. Jude the Obscure by Thomas Hardy

Jude Fawley dreams of becoming a scholar but faces relentless social
obstacles and personal tragedies. The novel critiques the rigid class
structure and the institution of marriage in Victorian England. It shares
Tess’s themes of fate, societal judgment, and the pursuit of happiness amid
hardship.

3. Wuthering Heights by Emily Bronté

This intense gothic novel tells the story of the passionate and destructive
love between Heathcliff and Catherine Earnshaw. It explores themes of
revenge, social class, and the dark side of human nature. Like Tess, it
portrays the challenges of love constrained by societal norms and personal
suffering.

4. Middlemarch by George Eliot

Set in a provincial English town, this novel weaves together the lives of
several characters, focusing on issues of marriage, idealism, and social
reform. It provides a detailed exploration of women’s roles and ambitions in
the 19th century. The book’s rich character study and social commentary
resonate with the themes found in Tess of the d’Urbervilles.

5. The Mill on the Floss by George Eliot

This coming-of-age story centers on siblings Tom and Maggie Tulliver, whose
lives are shaped by family loyalty, societal expectations, and personal
tragedy. Maggie’s struggle for independence and acceptance parallels Tess's
challenges in a restrictive society. The novel highlights the conflict
between individual desires and social conventions.

6. Lady Audley’s Secret by Mary Elizabeth Braddon

A sensation novel featuring Lady Audley, whose mysterious past threatens to
unravel her present life. The book explores themes of identity, morality, and
the limited roles available to women in Victorian society. Its suspenseful
narrative and social critique echo some of the tensions present in Tess of
the d'Urbervilles.

7. The Tenant of Wildfell Hall by Anne Bronté

This novel tells the story of Helen Graham, a woman who escapes an abusive
marriage to protect her son and assert her independence. It challenges
Victorian norms regarding marriage and women’s rights. The themes of female
agency and social judgment align closely with those in Tess.

8. Anna Karenina by Leo Tolstoy

A tragic tale of love, infidelity, and societal pressure in 19th-century
Russia, focusing on the doomed affair between Anna and Count Vronsky. The
novel examines the constraints placed on women and the consequences of
defying social expectations. Its exploration of passion and morality
parallels the struggles faced by Tess.



9. Dracula by Bram Stoker

While primarily a gothic horror novel, Dracula touches on Victorian anxieties
about sexuality, morality, and the role of women. The character of Lucy
Westenra, in particular, embodies themes of innocence, victimization, and
societal judgment. These elements provide an interesting contrast to the more
realistic tragedy of Tess of the d’Urbervilles.
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