Thomas Hardy (1840-1928)

“Wessex Novelist Turned Poet and Tess of the D’Urberville”
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 Nastassja Kinski as Tess
Read the introduction to Hardy in your Norton text or see the information at   http://public.gettysburg.edu/academics/english/hardy/ and at   http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Hardy; note in particular the links at the end of the Wiki article, under the heading “Locations in the Novels,” that feature Wessex, Dorchester, and other prominent places that feature in Hardy’s work.  Read “Hap” in the Norton text or at http://www.poetry-online.org/hardy_hap.htm.  What is the metric scheme of the poem?   How does Hardy's concept of deity reflect his modernist disposition?  What is the similarity to Matthew Arnold?  Why does the speaker of the poem say he would rather have some perverse and vindictive God than "Crass Casualty" ruling our lives?  What is “Crass Casualty”?     Read “Ah, Are You Digging on My Grave!” in Norton or at http://poetry.poetryx.com/poems/990/.    Here, there are two speakers: one dead and the other still art of the living world.  How connection does this poem have to “Hap”?  Read “The Workbox” in Norton or at  http://oldpoetry.com/opoem/46442-Thomas-Hardy-The-Workbox. What might be the story behind the story in the poem?  What is the point to the little poem “He Never Expected Much”?  (see Norton or http://www.poemhunter.com/best-poems/thomas-hardy/he-never-expected-much/)  How would you characterize Hardy’s view of life, his own personal philosophy?   Read Hardy’s “The Ruined Maid” in Norton or at http://www.poetry-online.org/hardy_the_ruined_maid.htm; how does this poem address the “woman question” of the 19th and early 20th Centuries?  How does Hardy’s portrait of a prostitute “revision” traditional Victorian ideas about prostitution; see the art and commentary at this site: http://www.victorianweb.org/gender/fallen.html.  How do these poems relate to Tess of the D’Urberville?

                                       Tess and Alex


Tess and Angel Clare
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Hardy suffered much in his life from the narrow-mindedness of the religious conservatism, and he was deeply suspicious of organized religion and believed that it sometimes did more harm than good.  While Angel Clare is a representative of religious orthodoxy, Tess is something entirely different.  As you read, notice the symbolism and imagery that Hardy associates with Tess.  She is to him representative of the natural woman, a Wessex Eve.  Explain.  What prompts Mr. Durbeyfield to insist that Tess visit the D’Urberville estate? Alex is doubtless a predator, yet Angel, despite his good intentions, is no less damaging to Tess.  Explain.  Characterize Angel Clare’s personality and nature.  Society condemns Tess as a harlot, yet she is morally superior to all the characters in the story; how so?  


How does the theme of happenstance work in the novel?  What are the most egregious examples of callous fate interfering with the characters’ lives?  How does this theme interplay with Hardy’s naturalistic theme of determinism?  Note the symbols and images that abound in the book.  What do they represent: the strawberries (42), the trapped birds (279), Tess’s tendency to fall asleep before some tragic event, Angel’s tendency to sleepwalk, Hardy’s deconstruction of fairytales such as Sleeping Beauty (Tess’s falling asleep and the cart’s overturning killing Prince, the horse), and the many Miltonic allusions in the book.  What do these symbols and references mean within the context of Hardy’s story?   


Of the many ironic themes in the story, Hardy is particularly cognizant of the unfair gender issues of the late Victorian period.  For example, Angel will not allow Tess to “tell her story” as the two are confessing their pasts; this episode has portents beyond the double standard issue that Hardy certainly attacks.  Explain.  Notice the business of naming in the story.  All the men have names for Tess—Coz, my pretty, Artemis, maidy—why does Tess insist that she be plainly called “Tess”?  What is the significance of naming within the larger context of the story?  One of the themes that Hardy has in common with Shakespeare is “appearance versus reality.”  Explain how this motif unfolds in the book.  Finally, Hardy is deeply offended by our blind obedience to shallow convention, stereotyping, and the prejudice that accompanies such superficiality and hypocrisy.  How does this theme manifest itself in the immensely appealing character of Angel Clare?  How is this character’s name ironic?  
Note the dramatic Stone Henge scene in Tess of D’Urbervilles.  Explicate this scene.  Why does Hardy select Stone Henge for the setting?  What is the imagery and meaning that he associates with this dramatic moment in the story?  What is the point of Hardy’s story that we can take with us into the 21st Century? 

Winchester where Tess is executed, in the shadow of the great cathedral
