
The British Library | www.bl.uk/discovering-literature  1 

 

Discovering Literature 
www.bl.uk/discovering-literature 
 

Teachers’ Notes 

  

Author / Work: Thomas Hardy, Tess of the d’Urbervilles  

Theme: Fatalism and Sexuality 

Rationale 
In this lesson, students will explore sources related to two key ideas in Hardy’s work: that of 

people being unable to control their fate, and the imbalance between a man’s place and a 

woman’s place in society. Through their study of these sources, students will develop their 

understanding of how Hardy drew on his observations at the time, when writing Tess of the 

d’Urbervilles. They will also have the chance to consider how an understanding of historical 

context can illuminate the study of literary texts. 

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 The Morality of Marriage by Mona Caird (1888) 

 Manuscript of the first and last chapter of Tess of the d’Urbervilles by Thomas Hardy 

(1899-91) 

 Letter from Thomas Hardy to Edmund Gosse, complaining about reviews of Tess (1892) 

 Photograph of The Mangold Harvest by P H Emerson (1887) 

 Preface to Thomas Hardy’s novels about his philosophy of life (1912-26) 

Recommended reading (short article): 

An introduction to Jude the Obscure by Greg Buzwell  

 

External links:  

http://www.dorsetcountymuseum.org/writers_dorset 

Key questions 

 How does Hardy show people as being the pawns of fate? 

 How does Hardy portray women as not having the same rights as men? 

 Was Hardy’s attitude pessimistic or realistic? 

Activities 
1)  Show students Emerson’s photograph of the mangold harvest. Ask students to calculate 

how long it took Tess and her companion to harvest the swedes in Chapter 43, using 

the following questions as prompts: 

a) What did they have to do? 
b) How big was the field? 
c) What would their working lives have been like? 
d) How long would it have taken them to do the job? 
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e) How does Hardy describe the work that Tess has to do? 

2)   Look at Mona Caird’s essay on marriage. Explore the following questions: 

a) How did the status of married women change during the 19 thcentury? 

b) What were the main differences between women’s expected behaviour 

compared to men’s expected behaviour as shown in the novel? 

3)   A useful follow-up activity would be to ask students to share anything they discovered 

that they found particularly surprising or shocking. 

4)   These insights can then be used to provide a context for students’ reading of the book. 

What are the key incidents in the book with regard to fatalism and sexuality? 

5)   Conduct research into how Hardy had difficulty getting the story published – what did 

people object to and why? 

6)   Ask students to consider whether we still find Hardy shocking in his attitudes towards 

fatalism and sexuality. Have attitudes changed totally? Are we expected to be 

optimistic, and is pessimism viewed as unacceptable? To what extent is female sexuality 

still viewed on a different basis from male sexuality? 

7)   Was Hardy fairly treated by the critics, or was he trying to manipulate how people 

reacted emotionally to the book? Should we read Hardy’s view of his philosophy before 

reading the novel, or does this too strongly direct our reaction? 

Extension activities 

 Consider two of Hardy’s other novels, Far From the Madding Crowd and Jude the 

Obscure, to further explore the ideas of fatalism and sexuality, with particular regard to 

the marriage curse in Jude the Obscure and the fate of Fanny in Far From the Madding 

Crowd. 

 The British Library’s English Literature and Language Timeline contains many images 

and extracts that students could explore to deepen their understanding of the historical 

context of Hardy’s writing. The following are examples: 

a) Victorian fashion 

b) The Match Girls strike 

c) The draft of Tess of the d’Urbervilles 

d) Consider how fatalism and sexuality are portrayed in contemporary literature. Are 

novels expected to be upbeat and ‘fun’? The publication of Fifty Shades of 

Grey sparked a rise in sales of Tess of the d’Urbervilles:  

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2012/jul/22/fifty-shades-grey-boosts-sales 

Why might this be? Is Tess of the d’Urbervilles still a sexually-shocking text? 
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