
 

Ondervinden Workpack  
Tess 

Resources for Teachers  
These resources have been created by Ondervinden as a 
supplement to their 2019 tour of Tess. The materials in 
this pack have been designed for Scottish Highers and 
Advanced Highers or English AS and A Levels (or 
equivalent).  

Contents: 
1. Thomas Hardy  
2. Original Synopsis vs Adaptation Synopsis 
3. Original Characters vs Adaptation Characters 
4. Original Themes vs Adaptation Themes 
5. Historical Context 
6. Practical Exercises 
7. For Discussion  
8. Other related materials  

Warning: Some of these exercises and discussion topics deal with 
issues of a very sensitive nature, including rape and sex. These topics 
are similarly found in the novel. We always advise bringing up these 
issues with sensitivity, respect and kindness.  

Warning: These papers contain plot spoilers.
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Thomas Hardy 

Thomas Hardy was born in 1840 in Dorset, England. 
Strongly influenced by Romanticism, he interrogated 
the morals of Victorian society through both his poetry 
and novels.  

Born to a stonemason and local builder, Hardy was 
home-educated by his mother until the age of eight, 
then attending Mr Lasts Academy for Young 
Gentlemen. Unable to afford a university education, he 
was apprenticed at the age of 16 to a local architect. 
This training continued when in 1862 he moved to 
London to enrol at Kings College London, winning 
prizes from the Royal institute of British Architects, 
and the Architectural Association.  

During this period, Hardy became acutely aware of 
issues regarding social inequality and reform. After 
five years he left London, returning to Dorset and 
deciding to focus on writing.  

Hardy’s first novel The Poor Man and the Lady, written 
in 1867, was advised to be too politically controversial 
to be published. Following this Hardy destroyed this 
first manuscript, going on to write Desperate Remedies 
(1871) and Under the Greenwood Tree (1872), both 
published anonymously. His third novel A Pair of Blue 
Eyes (1873), was directly inspired by his ongoing 
courtship of his future wife, Emma Gifford. The term 
‘cliffhanger’ is said to have originated from the 
serialised version of this novel published between 1872 
and 1873 in Tinsley’s Magazine, when character Henry 
Knight is actually left hanging off a cliff.  

After the success of his next novel Far from the 
Madding Crowd enabled Hardy to give up architecture 
and pursue writing full-time, he went on to publish ten 
novels over the next twenty-five years. Tess of the 
d’Urbervilles (1891) was initially refused publication on 
the grounds of its - at the time - sympathetic portrayal 
of a ‘fallen woman’. His next novel Jude the Obscure 
did little to remedy this, with its controversial 
t r ea tmen t o f s ex , mar r i age and r e l i g i on , 
simultaneously worsening tensions in his own 
marriage. With this, Hardy’s novel-writing career 
ended.  

Hardy’s religious leanings have been hotly debated, 
with no concrete conclusions evident. He wrote 
frequently about ghosts, spirits and supernatural forces 
which control the universe with capricious 
indifference. Simultaneously, his works are peppered 
with biblical references, and display a strong 
attachment to the Christian liturgy.  

A keen preserver of West-Country folk culture, Hardy 
often set his novels in the semi-fictional Wessex, which 
loosely incorporates parts of the Dorset, Wiltshire, 
Somerset, Devon, Hampshire and Berkshire. This also 
led to his incorporation of traditions and themes from 
folk ballads, often lending his work a strong sense of 
fatalism. His interest in social constraints  and the 
suffering of the lower classes pervades his novels, 
especially where they relate to sex, marriage, religion 
and education.
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Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles: A Woman 
Faithfully Presented  

Tess Durbeyfield’s father learns their family is 
descended from the ancient d’Urberville family while 
Tess takes part in the village May dance where she 
briefly meets Angel Clare. Her parents send her to 
work for a Mrs d’Urberville, who in reality is no 
d’Urberville at all, her husband having stolen the 
name. Tess goes because she feels responsible for the 
death of the family horse. Tess works for four months 
for this family resisting the attentions of the son of Mrs 
d’Urberville, until one night he rapes her.  

Tess returns home and has a baby, who dies shortly 
after. She spends a year at home before going to work 
at Talbothay’s Dairy Farm. Here she makes friends with 
Izzy, Retty and Marian and meets Angel Clare again. 
They fall in love and when he proposes she accepts. 
Troubled by not telling Angel about her history, she 
writes him a confessional note and slips it under his 
door, but it slides under the carpet and he never sees it.  

After their marriage Angel and Tess discuss the 
‘mistakes’ of their pasts, and while Tess forgives Angel 
for having an affair, he does not forgive Tess for being 
raped. He gives Tess money, and moves to Brazil, 
instructing her to wait for him while he tries to accept 
her history. He gives her directions to his parents 
home, but when she goes to their house, she hears 
them talking about her and leaves without seeing 
them.  

Tess has a hard time with her next job on a horrible 
farm. She comes across Alec d’Urberville, who has 
been converted to Christianity and is preaching. He 
tells Tess not to tempt him again, but soon after asks 
her to marry him.  

Tess is called home to care for her sick parents, and 
when Mr Durbeyfield dies, Alec offers to support her 
family if she will live with him. Eventually she accepts.  

Angel decides he can accept Tess’s past, and returns 
from Brazil only to find her living as Alec’s mistress. 
Tess kills Alec in rage, and leaves with Angel.  
Tess and Angel hide for a few days but are eventually 
found by police at Stonehenge. Tess is sent to jail and 
then executed. Angel marries Tess’s younger sister, at 
Tess’s request.  

Ondervinden’s Tess 

In front of their local pub, Mag Durbeyfield makes her 
daughter Tess confess to the murder of their family 

horse. Mr Durbeyfield shares the news that their family 
is descended from the ancient d’Urberville family. Tess 

is sent off to work for Mrs d’Urberville, who is a real 
d’Urberville. She explains that Tess is descended from 
an ancestor who was cast off due to his wrongdoings. 
Tess is badly bullied by the other servant women one 

night at a pub. She leaves to go home, gets lost and 
falls asleep. Alec d’Urberville finds her and rapes her.  

Tess returns home and has a baby, who dies shortly 
after. She cannot stand the gossip and so her mother 

finds her work at Danders Dairy Farm. She makes 
friends with Izzy and Annie and meets Angel Clare, 

and they fall in love.  Her younger sister arrives, 
warning her that Alec is looking for her and wants to 

marry her. Tess says she would never consider it. Angel 
proposes shortly after. Tess warns him she has a 

history, but he promises to forgive her anything and 
says they must share their secrets after the wedding. 

After their marriage Angel and Tess discuss the 
‘mistakes’ of their pasts, and while Tess forgives Angel 

for having sex with a prostitute, he does not forgive 
Tess for being raped. He leaves Tess to go to Brazil, 

writing down his plans to go and work as a missionary, 
with no intention to return, and leaving directions to 
his parents, forgetting entirely that she cannot read.  

Tess has a hard time with her next job, where she is 
working under an old servant who used to teased her 

at Mrs d’Urberville’s house. Her mother Mag and sister 
Liza are worried that she has disappeared and begin 

searching for her, aided by Izzy and Annie, however it 
is Alec who finds Tess first. Half-starved and sick, Tess 
tells him she is already married, which he shrugs off, 

and eventually she accepts his offer to come and live as 
his mistress. 

Mr Durbeyfield dies, and the now-destitute Mag and 
Liza approach Mrs d’Urberville for help. She lets slip 
that Tess is living with Alec, and where they are, and 

so Mag and Liza speed off to find her. Tess is worn 
down by Alec’s treatment of her and suddenly snaps, 

killing him in rage. Mag and Liza arrive in time to help 
her cover up the murder.  

   

Original Synopsis vs Adaptation Synopsis
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Original Characters vs Adaptation Characters

Tess Durbeyfield 
Joan Durbeyfield, Tess’s mother 
John Durbeyfield, Tess’s father 
‘Liza-Lu Durbeyfield, Tess’s sister 
Abraham Durbeyfield, Tess’s brother 
Modesty Durbeyfield, Tess’s sister 
Hope Durbeyfield, Tess’s sister 
Baby Durbeyfield, Tess’s youngest sibling 
Sorrow Durbeyfield, Tess’s baby 
Parson Tringham 

Mrs Stoke-d’Urberville  
Alec Stoke-d’Urberville 
Nancy, servant woman at the d’Urberville house 

Car, servant woman at the d’Urberville house 

Mr Richard Crick, owner of Dairy farm 
Marian, dairy maid 
Izzy Huett, dairy maid 
Retty Priddle, dairy maid 
Angel Clare, Tess’s husband 
Reverend Clare, Angel’s father 
Reverend Felix Clare, Angel’s brother 
Reverend Cuthbert, Angel’s brother 

Mercy Chant, Angel’s intended wife 

Farmer Groby, manager of Flintclomb-Ash 

Mrs Brooks, landlord who calls police on Tess 

Tess Durbeyfield 
Mag Durbeyfield, Tess’s mother 

Marcus Durbeyfield, Tess’s father 
Liza Durbeyfield, Tess’s sister 

The Vicar 

Madame d’Urberville 
Alec d’Urberville 

‘Nasty’, servant woman at the d’Urberville house 
and manager of Flintcomb-Ash 

‘Scrag’, servant woman at the d’Urberville house 

Mr Danders, owner of Dairy farm, Angel’s uncle 
Annie, dairy maid  

Izzy, dairy maid  

Angel Clare, Tess’s husband 

Nameless woman who serves Alec and Tess

Cast of Hardy’s  
Tess of the d’Urbervilles 

Cast of Ondervinden’s  
Tess
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Original Characters vs Adaptation Characters

Tess Durbeyfield  
Hardy’s original Tess is described as beautiful, 
innocent and proud. Her lack of wise parenting 
and heavy responsibility within her family make 
her intensely innocent and vulnerable to the 
advances of malignant men such as Alec 
d’Urberville. Tess is depicted as a symbol of 
purity, innocence and fertility - built into a 
mythic incarnation of womanhood. Tess 
murders Alec and runs away with Angel. They 
are caught and Tess is arrested and hung. 

Ondervinden’s Tess is cemented in the 
practicality of her lifestyle. The responsibility 
heaped upon her by her parents has made her 
practical and a quick-thinker. Tess is an 
individual, not representative of all women. 
Tess is saved from being hung by the help of her 
mother and sister.  

Mrs and Mr Durbeyfield  
Hardy’s couple are foolish, irresponsible and 
place a great deal of the burden of parenting 
and house work on their eldest daughter’s head. 
They are both relatively simple in their 
intelligence, money-minded to a point which 
blinds them to their care of Tess.  

Ondervinden’s Mr Durbeyfield is relatively 
similar - quick to run off to the pub and happy 
to let his wife and children do his share of the 
work. Mrs Durbeyfield however, is a smarter 
and more down to earth character. The reality 
of their poverty forces their hands in sending 
Tess off to look for work from the d’Urbervilles. 
When Mag is advised by their vicar to abandon 
all hope of helping Tess, she snaps - and instead 
goes to rescue her. 

Alec d’Urberville  
Hardy’s Alec is not really a d’Urberville at all - 
his father, an industrial merchant, stole the 
name in an attempt to seem a part of the 
aristocracy. Hardy’s Alec goes through a 
religious rebirth after raping Tess, converted by 
Angel’s father the Reverend Clare. When he 
accidentally meets Tess again, he abandons this 
attempt at a ‘Christian life’ and persuades her to 
live with him as his mistress. Hardy’s Alec is a 
villain described with Biblical serpent/satanic 

connotations. Like Tess, he symbolises a wider 
moral principal that goes beyond a realistic 
character.  

Ondervinden’s Alec is a real d’Urberville. He 
does not go through a religious journey, instead 
he spends two years hunting down Tess, who 
continually refuses to live with him until he 
finds her starving and sick, working on a potato 
farm, having been abandoned by Angel.  

Angel Clare 
Hardy’s Angel is an educated man who has 
religious doubts - causing tensions with his 
Reverend father. He decides to become a farmer, 
instead of going to Cambridge. Angel represents 
a typical young Victorian progressive, however 
is not quite progressive enough to understand 
his wife’s prior experience of rape. Angel’s 
descriptions of Tess display a love of her as an 
archetype more than as an actual woman, 
calling her ‘a Daughter of Nature’, or referring 
to her as the classic goddess ‘Demeter’. Angel’s 
unrealistic ideals are put to the test in Brazil, 
where he goes, after abandoning Tess. After 
battling a serious illness, he returns to England 
to find Tess, arguably a more realistically-
minded man. It is suggested he marries Tess’s 
sister after she is hung.  

Ondervinden’s Angel has been to Cambridge and 
meets Tess while staying on his Uncle’s farm. He 
enjoys disagreeing with his parents. He also 
shares traits with the Victorian progressive 
character, and also rejects Tess after she reveals 
that she was raped. Angel’s descriptions of Tess 
display a love that is idealised and archetypal, 
rather than seeing her as an actual woman. 
Angel does not return from Brazil, and never 
makes contact with Tess again.  
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Original Themes vs Adaptation Themes

Hardy’s Novel 

Fate and Free Will  
Tess’s experience and her downfall are not 
something in her control - Hardy describes Tess 
as the plaything of the fates, ludic spirits or god-
like watchers. The final paragraph of the novel 
sums this up: ‘the President of the Immortals, in 
Aeschylean phrase, had ended his sport with 
Tess’. 

Purity and the Fallen Woman 
Tess is the embodiment of purity until she is 
raped. After this she is fallen. Tess has no control 
over this, and her treatment at the hands of 
society is brutal. 

The Natural World  
Tess is frequently referred to as a ‘Daughter of 
Nature’ and in Hardy’s description of her, he 
commonly associates her with the elements, with 
growth and fertility. Part of this links in with his 
depiction of her as an archetype, a representation 
of womanhood and part of this links with his 
interest in ancient history, of Tess’s ancestry and 
their effect on her fate.  

Justice/Injustice and Judgement  
Tess’s fate has little to do with justice and what 
she deserves, but this is a strong point of Hardy’s 
novel. The average Victorian reader would have 
potentially scorned Tess as a ‘fallen woman’. 
Hardy’s sympathetic depiction of her attempts to 
show that she does not deserve scorn. This 
redefinition of justice and truth was controversial 
at the time of the books first being published. 

Social mobility  
Tess is raised above her family when she is sent 
to claim a familial attachment to the Stoke-
d’Urbervilles, yet she is never able to transcend 
them completely. Even her marriage to Angel 
never fully elevates her to his class. Hardy 
explores a range of complex themes of social 
mobility through Tess’s experience at a time 
when class shifting was a prevalent topic of the 
day. 

Ondervinden’s Adaptation  

Idealisation of Women  
Ondervinden has attempted to create characters 
that are realistic and individual. We have moved 
away from making Tess an idealised archetype, 
and instead formed a individual character who 
does not represent all women or womanhood.  

The Madonna/Whore Dichotomy  
This duality often found in art, and wider 
culture, defines women as either inexperienced, 
innocent and pure (a virginal/madonna figure) 
or experienced, sexually active and impure (a 
‘whore’). Built into this is a crucial power 
dynamic: the ‘virgin’ archetype being often 
younger, naive, almost childlike and by virtue of 
this, less powerful. The ‘whore’ figure is to be 
scorned and repelled for being more 
‘experienced’ and thereby potentially more 
knowledgable and powerful. Our female 
characters deliberately do not fall into either of 
those stereotypes and instead we have 
investigated how to break the preconceptions of 
‘purity’ and redefined what that looks like 
nowadays in a way that doesn’t centre on a 
woman’s sexual life. 

Practicalities of Labouring Life 
Part of the archetypical nature of Hardy’s Tess 
and her peers is that their depiction falls into 
the trap of idealising the lowest working classes 
and the very poor. This was a widely seen trope 
of Victorian writing and art - and one we try to 
pick apart and scrutinise in our ‘Tess’.  

Justice/Injustice and Truth  
A big theme of Ondervinden’s ‘Tess’ is looking at 
what is true and what is right, and working out 
who has the authority and the power to 
determine these things.  

Patriarchal Double-standards  
As Hardy showed, it is frequently, if not always, 
the men in situations who hold the power to 
decide what is true and what is right. It is also 
common that men are not always held 
accountable to these truths. 
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Historical context

Background to the Novel  

Hardy began writing his novel in 1889, 
considering names such as Sue, Cis/Cissy 
and Love instead of Tess. He intended it for 
serial publication and had initially 
contracted W. F. Tillotson & Son in 1887, as 
well as Harpers Bazaar in America. 
Tilllotson & Son objected to the subject 
matter and suggested several revisions, with 
which Hardy declined to comply, 
terminating the contract and leaving the 
book unpublished. Hardy then received 
offers to publish serially from other 
organisations, leading to the novel’s finally 
being published serially, with revisions, in 
the UK, Australia and America in July of 
1891. After an initially successful reception, 
the novel was published in book form in 
1892.  

Later critics were less enthusiastic, The 
Saturday Review calling it ‘an unpleasant 
novel told in a very unpleasant way’, 
Harper's Weekly dealing it ‘artificial' and ‘not 
in the reality of any sane world we 
recognize’ and novelist Henry James 
terming it ‘chock-full of faults and falsities’.

Historical Context  

The end of the nineteenth entry saw a Great 
Britain that had been ruled by the longest 
reigning Queen in British history, enjoying great 
prosperity primarily through colonial 
acquisition. The economy of the country had 
changed from one primarily agricultural to 
industrial, and with a population double that of 
a century before, the country had grown 
dramatically in scale and altered in substance. 
Universal schooling had been established by 
parliament, and major improvements to labour 
laws saw the working conditions enhanced, 
under a queen who was strongly invested in the 
welfare of her British population.  
Across the rest of Europe monarchies had been 
brought down and workers raised up, and as 
more people prospered, traditional class 
distinctions were called into question. Yet 
perhaps due to Victoria’s decision to decrease 
the power of the monarchy, handing it over to 
the government, the British rulers remained.  
These enormous cultural changes brought all 
aspects of society under scrutiny, including 
marriage, sex, gender equality and, crucially, 
religion. The publication of Charles Darwin’s On 
the Origin of Species (1859) led an increasing 
battle between science and the Church in the 
debate over the truth of traditionally held 
beliefs. 
Hardy’s literary contemporaries included 
Charles Dickens; Charlotte, Emily and Anne 
Brontë; William Thackeray, George Eliot, 
Elizabeth Gaskell and Wilkie Collins, each 
displaying a strong interest in themes of the 
time. Religion, spirituality, social divisions and 
the suffering and fate dealt to the working 
classes pervade their works.  
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Practical Exercises

1. Write a letter from Angel to Tess, explaining why he has decided to leave her. Try and convince 
her that this is the best thing for him to do.  

2. Write out Tess’s immediate thoughts on reading this letter from Angel.  

3. Look at what girls like Tess were taught at school in the Victorian era. Devise a school 
curriculum that you would like young girls to learn.  

4. Spend 10 minutes finding a selection of images of Victorian women. When you are done, look 
at them all together and discuss:  
1. What do they show about their priorities in life.  
2. What do we think of when we imagine a ‘Victorian woman’ and how do these images 

match this idea?  
3. To what class of society do these women belong? How does class play into the idea of a 

Victorian woman? 

5. Imagine Mrs d’Urberville’s thoughts when she had her son Alec. What would she have hoped 
for him, and what plans and dreams would she have formed for his future? Imagine her 
thoughts twenty-two years later. How has her only child lived up to her expectations?  

6. Imagine Mrs Durbeyfield’s thoughts when she had Tess, her first child. What would she have 
hoped for her, and what plans and dreams would she have formed for her future? Imagine the 
same for her seventh child. How have the plans and feelings changed?  

7. Imagine Tess at the birth of her child. What are her feelings at this moment? Does she have 
plans and dreams for him? To what extent does she still feel like a child herself?  

8. What is the most joyful moment of ‘Tess’ or ‘Tess of the d’Urbervilles’? Draw this out in 
whatever way you like. 
1. Discuss what exactly makes this such a happy moment.  
2. Who/What is involved? 
3. How does this moment relate to Tess’s experiences with men (if at all)?  

9. Tess travels a lot. Create a map of her route, a travel journal of where she stays and for how 
long, and a description of what happens to her in each place.  
1. In what settings do the critical incidents of her story take place?   
2. What do these settings reflect about these periods of her life?  
3. What does the overall theme of travelling have to do with her story?  

10. ‘How could I be expected to know? I was a child when I left this house four months ago. Why 
didn’t you tell me there was danger in men-folk? Why didn’t you warn me?’ In Hardy’s novel 
Tess is angry with her mother for not helping her be prepared for the dangers she would face. 
If you could give 10 pieces of advice for a 16 year old girl nowadays, what would they be?  
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• How does Hardy represent the realities of working class life? Is Hardy’s Tess a believable farm-
worker?  

• In cases of rape in the present day, do you think men or women are believed more? Why? How 
might this have changed over the last twenty years, the last fifty years or since 1892, when 
Hardy published ‘Tess of the d’Urbervilles’? 

• In her 1929 essay ‘A Room of One's Own’, Virginia Woolf observed: ‘I tried to remember any 
case in the course of my reading where two women are represented as friends. ... They are now and 
then mothers and daughters. But almost without exception they are shown in their relation to 
men…And how small a part of a woman's life is that …’. 

• What are the female relationships like in Hardy’s novel?  
• What are they like in Ondervinden’s adaptation? 

• The Bechdel test, named after American cartoonist Alison Bechdel, asks whether at least two 
women talk to each other about something other than a man.  

• Does Hardy’s ‘Tess of the d’Urbervilles’ pass the Bechdel test?  

• The Madonna/Whore complex was originally coined by Sigmund Freud in his 1912 paper "Über 
die allgemeinste Erniedrigung des Liebeslebens" [The most prevalent form of degradation in 
erotic life]. This is described as a complex men develop in which they cannot sexually desire 
pure women that they love, but they sexually desire fallen women who they cannot love.  

• In Naomi Wolf’s Promiscuities, she argues that the sexual revolution of the latter part of the 20th 
century has paradoxically intensified the importance of the virgin–whore split, meaning that 
women nowadays have to contend with the worst elements of both stereotypes. Think about TV 
shows and films you have seen recently. How do the female characters in them relate to the 
virgin-whore duality?  

• After Tess is raped by Alec, she struggles to be both honest with people and to be seen as ‘pure’.  
• What is a ‘pure woman’?  
• Hardy’s novel was subtitled ‘A Pure Woman’, is his definition of a ‘pure woman’ different to 

yours? 
• What do you want a ‘pure woman’ to mean nowadays? 

• Hardy infuses his novel with themes of social mobility. How would Tess’s story be different if she 
had been born into a rich family? 

• ‘Tess of the d’Urbervilles’ brings up issues of good education.  
• Who in this story has the best access to good education?  
• Who has the best access to good education nowadays?  
• If Tess had been educated like a rich man in Victorian society, would she have been more 

protected from people like Alec d’Urberville? 

Discussion Topics
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Ondervinden’s Tess Production Images
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