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In Tess of the D'Urbervilles, Thomas Hardy tells a story of a young woman in late nineteenth century Britain. The novel's central theme is one of unforgiving morality and abandonment. It departed from conventional Victorian fiction in its focus on the rural lower class and in its open treatment of sexuality and religion.
“Considered one of the major classic novels of nineteenth-century literature, Tess is the compelling story of an extraordinary woman and her tragic destiny -- a brilliant, transcendent work of compassion and courage by one of the finest English novelists, Thomas Hardy.” (Mass Market Paperback edition)
Novel by Thomas Hardy, first published serially in July-December 1891 and in its entirety in book form (three volumes) the same year. It was subtitled A Pure Woman Faithfully Presented because Hardy felt that its heroine was a virtuous victim of a rigid Victorian moral code. “At the time of its publication in 1891, Tess of the d'Urbervilles was scorned by readers for what was then considered its indictment of Victorian society and its unconventional heroine, Tess Durbeyfield. 
Tess Durbyfield is a young woman whose family lives in a poor village. One day, a local parson tells Tess's father that his family is descended from an ancient wealthy family, the D'Urbervilles. After her impoverished family learns of its noble traits, naive Tess Durbeyfield, a sixteen year old,  is sent to travel to the home of some D'Urbervilles and claim kinship. The hope being that Tess will marry one of these rich D'Urbervilles and bring wealth to the family. Tess agrees, and meets Alec D'Urberville. Alec fancies Tess, and allows her to come work on his mother's farm. One night when Tess is returning from a nearby town, she is attacked. Alec rescues her, but in the night, he rapes her. Tess leaves, not knowing that she is pregnant. 

Tess's baby , Sorrow, dies after baptism, and she finds work as a milkmaid at far-off dairy. There, she meets Angel Clare, a preacher's son training to become a farmer. They fall in love, but Tess refuses to marry Angel because of her previous sin. Finally, she does agree to marry him. On their wedding night, Angel confesses to Tess that he had an affair with a prostitute. Tess confesses of her sin with Alec. Angel cannot handle Tess's impurity, and he abandons her. Emotionally bereft and financially impoverished, Tess is trapped by necessity into giving in once again to d'Urberville, but she murders him when Angel returns. After a few days with Angel, Tess is arrested and executed. 
  The novel is powerful and depressing. Tess is a weak-willed woman. Angel is a provincial, moralistic, and unforgiving husband and Alec is just plain mean, he is the embodiment of evil. The mood is somber, and the few happy things that happen are overshadowed by the unhappy things that they foreshadow. 

Tess Durbeyfield remains his most striking and tragic heroine, who escapes from her vise of passion through a horrible, desperate act. 
 Of all the characters that Hardy had created, she meant the most to him. 
Like the greatest characters in literature, Tess lives beyond the final pages of the book as a permanent citizen of the imagination,' said Irving Howe. 'In Tess he stakes everything on his sensuous apprehension of a young woman's life, a girl who is at once a simple milkmaid and an archetype of feminine strength. . . . Tess is that rare creature in literature: goodness made interesting.'


This book has touched me in a very different way than many others have. It is a tragic story and envelopes the reader in a different kind of sadness - a sadness which one cannot pull out of quickly or just draw aside. The happy moments are all tinged with a bitter taste. Each character is drawn as a natural human being and each mistake they make reflects on their future and affects them drastically. Everything that happens to Tess happens for a reason, and the reader must be able to realize how each affects her to appreciate this book. 
I think Tess is an important work. Hardy was among the first to describe the persecution of weak women by unforgiving men. Some of those lessons have not yet been learned by people of today. Hardy's writing is exquisite. 
