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INTRODUCTION TO TESS OF THE
D'URBERVILLES

T h o m a s  H a r d y ' s  T e s s  o f  t h e
D'Urbervilles stands as one of the most
powerful  and  tragic  novels  in  English
literature.  First  published in  1891,  this
masterpiece  tells  the  heartbreaking
story  of  Tess  Durbeyfield,  a  young
woman  whose  life  is  destroyed  by
society's harsh judgment and the cruel
hand of  fate.  The novel  was originally
published in serial form, but due to its
controversial  themes  of  sexuality,
morality,  and  religion,  Hardy  had  to
make  significant  cuts  to  meet  Victorian
standards .  Today,  Tess  of  the
D'Urbervilles  summary  remains  a
frequently  searched topic  for  students,
literature  enthusiasts,  and  casual
readers  alike,  drawn  to  its  timeless
exploration  of  innocence,  suffering,  and
injustice.
Set  in  the  fictional  county  of
Wessex—Hardy's richly imagined version
of  rural  southwestern  England—the
novel  follows  Tess  from  her  humble
beginnings  as  a  country  girl  to  her
ultimate downfall.  The story  is  divided
into  seven sections,  or  "Phases,"  each
marking  a  distinct  chapter  in  Tess's
tragic  journey.  In  this  comprehensive
Tess of the D'Urbervilles summary,
we  will  explore  the  plot  in  detail,
examine  the  major  characters,  and
unpack the profound themes that have
made  this  novel  endure  for  over  a

century.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Before  diving  into  the  Tess  of  the
D'Urbervilles summary, it is important
to understand the world Hardy created.
The novel is set during a time of great
social change in England. The Industrial
Revolution  was  transforming  the
countryside,  traditional  farming
communities  were breaking apart,  and
rigid  Victorian  moral  codes  governed
every  aspect  of  life,  particularly  for
women.  Hardy  uses  Tess's  story  to
crit ique  these  oppressive  social
structures,  especially  the  double
standard  that  punished  women  for
sexual transgressions while letting men
escape accountability.
The  novel's  subtitle,  "A  Pure  Woman
Faithfully  Presented,"  was  deliberately
provocative.  Hardy was making a bold
statement  that  Tess,  despite  her
perceived  "fallen"  status,  was  morally
pure in the eyes of anyone willing to look
beyond  surface-level  judgment.  This
defense  of  a  woman  condemned  by
society was scandalous for its time and
contributed  to  the  novel's  mixed
reception  upon  publication.

DETAILED TESS OF THE
D'URBERVILLES SUMMARY

Phase the First:
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The Maiden
The  novel  opens  with  a  seemingly
innocent encounter that sets the tragedy
in  motion.  John  Durbeyfield,  Tess's
father,  is  a  simple peddler  who learns
from a local parson that he is descended
from the ancient and noble family of the
d'Urbervilles.  This  news  goes  to  his
head,  filling  him  with  vanity  and
unrealistic  dreams  of  grandeur.  The
Durbeyfield  family  is  poor  and
struggling, with too many children and
too few resources.  Tess,  as the eldest
d a u g h t e r ,  b e a r s  m u c h  o f  t h e
responsibility for her younger siblings.
When the family's horse—their primary
means  of  income—is  ki l led  in  an
accident caused by John's drunkenness,
Tess feels guilty and agrees to seek help
from the wealthy d'Urberville family, who
live nearby. She does not know that the
name  d'Urbervi l le  was  actual ly
purchased by a wealthy merchant family
and that they have no true connection to
Tess's ancient lineage. This tragic irony
is  a  central  element  of  any  thorough
Tess of the D'Urbervilles summary.
Tess  arrives  at  the  d'Urberville  estate
and  meets  Alec  d'Urbervil le,  the
handsome  but  predatory  son  of  the
family. Alec is immediately attracted to
Tess  and  offers  her  a  job  tending
chickens on his mother's estate. Despite
her  discomfort,  Tess  accepts  because
her  family  needs  the  money.  Alec's
persistent advances make Tess uneasy,
but  she  is  too  inexperienced  and  too
conscious of her family's debt to refuse
his help.

Phase the
Second: Maiden
No More
This phase marks the novel's most tragic
turning point. Alec d'Urberville continues
to  pursue  Tess  w i th  re lent less
determination.  One  night,  after  a  fair,
Tess is separated from her companions
and  Alec  offers  to  take  her  home.
However, he deliberately loses his way
and leads her into the foggy woods of
The Chase, an ancient forest. Here, Alec
takes  advantage  of  Tess  while  she  is
asleep or  semiconscious,  a  scene that
Hardy deliberately leaves ambiguous but
that  clearly  represents  a  sexual
violation.
Hardy's  portrayal  of  this  event  was
controversial.  In  the  serialized version,
he was forced to make the assault less
explicit,  but  in  the  full  novel,  the
violation  is  unmistakable.  Tess  later
leaves Alec's estate and returns home,
carrying the shame of what happened.
She  gives  birth  to  a  child  she  names
Sorrow, but the infant dies shortly after
birth. Tess is left devastated, spiritually
wounded,  and  socially  marked  as  a
"fallen woman" despite being the victim.

Phase the Third:
The Rally
After  her  baby's  death,  Tess  seeks  a
fresh  start.  She  leaves  home  and  finds
work as a dairymaid at Talbothays Dairy,
a lush, fertile valley far from the scene of
her  trauma.  Here,  she begins  to  heal.
The natural beauty of the valley and the
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kindness  of  the  dairy  workers  help
restore her spirit. It is at Talbothays that
Tess  meets  Angel  Clare,  the  son of  a
clergyman who has chosen to work on a
farm rather than enter the ministry.
Angel is intelligent, kind, and progressive
in his thinking—or so he appears. He and
Tess  fall  deeply  in  love.  The  dairy
becomes  a  parad i se ,  and  Tess
experiences genuine happiness for  the
first time since her ordeal. However, she
is tormented by the secret of her past
and struggles with whether to tell Angel
the  truth  about  Alec.  This  internal
conflict  is  a  crucial  element  of  any
meaningful Tess of the D'Urbervilles
summary.

Phase the
Fourth: The
Consequence
Tess and Angel's  relationship deepens.
Angel  proposes  marriage,  but  Tess
repeatedly  refuses,  unable  to  explain
why. Finally, driven by her love for him
and her desire to be honest, she writes
Angel a letter confessing her past and
slips it under his door. However, Angel
never sees the letter—it slides under the
carpet,  unseen.  Tess  assumes  he  has
forgiven her and accepts his proposal.
On their wedding night, Angel confesses
to  Tess  that  he  once  had  a  brief  affair
with  an  older  woman in  London.  Tess
readily  forgives  him,  expecting  him to
extend the same grace. But when she
confesses  her  own  story,  Angel  is
horrified.  He  cannot  reconcile  his
idealized image of Tess with her reality.
Despite  his  supposedly  modern  views,
Angel  is  revealed to  be bound by the

same hypocritical  double  standards  as
the  rest  of  society.  He  rejects  Tess,
telling her that the woman he married is
not the woman he thought she was.

Phase the Fifth:
The Woman Pays
Angel leaves Tess and travels to Brazil,
where he hopes to establish a new life.
Tess  is  left  alone,  heartbroken  and
destitute. She returns to her family, but
the Durbeyfields are even worse off than
before. Her father's health is failing, her
mother  is  overwhelmed,  and  the
younger  children  are  suffering.  Tess  is
forced  to  take  low-paying,  exhausting
work at a harsh farm called Flintcomb-
Ash,  where  she  experiences  brutal
physical  labor  and  cruel  treatment.
During  this  time,  Alec  d'Urberville
reappears. He has undergone a religious
conversion and become a preacher, but
his  encounter  with  Tess  shakes  his
newfound  faith.  He  admits  that  he
cannot forget her and pursues her with
renewed  intensity.  Tess  rejects  him
repeatedly,  but  she  is  in  a  desperate
situation.  Her  family  has  been evicted
from their  home,  and her  mother  and
siblings have nowhere to go.  Alec offers
to support them, but only if Tess comes
to him willingly.

Phase the Sixth:
The Convert
Alec's  religious  conversion  proves
hollow.  He  abandons  preaching  and
reverts  to  his  old  manipulative  ways.
Tess's  resistance  weakens  as  her
family's needs grow more urgent. Angel,
meanwhile, has written few letters and
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seems  unlikely  to  return.  After  her
father's  death  leaves  the  family
homeless, Tess makes a fateful decision:
she  returns  to  Alec  and  becomes  his
mistress  in  exchange  for  financial
security  for  her  family.
At  th is  point  in  the  Tess  of  the
D'Urbervilles summary, Tess appears
to  have  surrendered  completely.  She
lives  with  Alec  in  a  stylish  house  at
Sandbourne,  dressed  in  fine  clothes  but
spiritually  broken.  She  has  given  up
hope  of  Angel's  return  and  resigned
herself to a life she despises.

Phase the
Seventh:
Fulfillment
Angel  Clare  returns  from  Brazil,  a
changed man. He has been ill and has
had  time  to  reflect  on  his  cruel
treatment of  Tess.  He realizes that he
was wrong to judge her and comes to
find  her,  hoping  to  start  over.  But  he
arrives too late. Tess is now living with
Alec. When Angel finds her, she tells him
bitterly that he has come too late.
After Angel leaves, Tess's despair turns
to rage. She blames Alec for destroying
her life twice—first by violating her,  and
now by taking her away from the man
she  t ru ly  loves.  In  a  moment  of
desperate fury, Tess stabs Alec through
the heart with a knife, killing him. She
then runs after Angel and tells him what
she has done. Angel, finally showing true
loyalty, takes her in and goes on the run
with her.
The lovers spend a few days hiding in an
abandoned  mansion,  experiencing  a
brief,  intense  happiness  that  Hardy

describes as being "outside the world."
But  their  escape  is  short-lived.  They
reach  Stonehenge,  the  ancient  stone
circle, where Tess feels a strange sense
of peace. She lies down on a stone altar
and tells Angel to take care of her sister,
Liza-Lu,  after  she  is  gone.  The  police
arrive at dawn, and Tess is arrested. The
novel  ends  with  Angel  and  Liza-Lu
watching  as  a  black  flag  is  raised  over
the  prison,  signaling  Tess's  execution.

MAJOR CHARACTERS IN TESS OF
THE D'URBERVILLES

Understanding  the  characters  is
essential to any complete Tess of the
D'Urbervilles summary.  Each figure in
the  novel  represents  different  forces  in
society  and  different  responses  to
tragedy.

Tess Durbeyfield
Tess is  the heart  of  the novel.  She is
described  as  beautiful,  intelligent,  and
deeply sensitive. Hardy portrays her as a
"pure woman" despite her experiences.
Tess possesses a natural dignity and a
capacity for deep love and loyalty. She is
also passive in many ways, shaped by
forces beyond her control—her family's
poverty,  social  expectations,  and  the
men who use her.  Her tragedy is that
she is essentially good but is destroyed
by  a  world  that  refuses  to  see  her
goodness.

Alec d'Urberville
Alec is the novel's antagonist, but Hardy
avoids making him a simple villain. Alec
is  handsome,  material ist ic,  and
manipulative. He sees Tess as an object
to be possessed rather than a person to
be  respected.  His  false  rel igious
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conversion  shows  his  superficiality.  Yet
Alec is also genuinely attracted to Tess,
and in his own way, he does provide for
her and her family—but always on his
terms, never hers.

Angel Clare
Angel  is  perhaps  the  most  complex
character in the novel. He appears to be
enlightened  and  progressive,  but  his
reaction to Tess's confession reveals his
deep-seated  conventionality.  Angel
judges  Tess  for  something  he  himself
has done. His name is deeply ironic—he
is  no  angel,  but  a  man  whose  moral
rigidity  causes  immense  harm.  His
eventual change of heart comes too late
to save Tess.

MAJOR THEMES IN TESS OF THE
D'URBERVILLES

No  Tess  of  the  D'Urbervi l les
summary  would  be  complete  without
examining  the  novel's  central  themes.
Hardy  weaves  mult iple  layers  of
meaning into the story, making it rich for
analysis.

The Injustice of
Social Morality

Hardy's primary target is the hypocritical
moral code of Victorian society. Tess is
judged  far  more  harshly  than  Alec  or
Angel  for  the  same  actions.  Society
condemns Tess as "fallen" while allowing
men  to  continue  their  lives  without
consequence.  Hardy  challenges  this
double  standard by insisting on Tess's
purity.

Fate and
Coincidence
The  novel  is  filled  with  tragic
coincidences and missed opportunities.
The letter that never reaches Angel, the
death of the family horse, the accidental
meeting  with  Alec  at  the  fair—each
event seems to push Tess closer to her
doom.  Hardy  suggests  that  fate  is
indifferent  to  human  suffering,  and  that
life is governed by chance rather than
divine justice.

Nature Versus
Society
Throughout the novel, nature represents
innocence  and  truth,  while  society
represents  artificial  rules  and  cruelty.
Tess is most at peace in natural settings
like Talbothays Dairy, but she is


