Tess of the D’Urbervilles by Thomas Hardy




Writing about significant passages.




Why is this passage significant?

1. Choose a passage—one that has not appeared on any handout—from anywhere in the text.

2. Write a typed response in which you explain why the passage is significant.

3. Type the passage out at the top of the page, so I can easily review the text about which you have chosen to write. Set it up like the tiny model I squeezed in below.

4. Remember:

In your response, please make sure that you use the following structure.

1. Offer a claim/argument about why the passage is significant.

2. Provide context for this passage.

3. Discuss the meaning of the passage by using a combination of your own restatement (70%) and direct quotation (30%).

4. Focus in on the single word or short phrase which most powerfully constructs meaning—on which the entire passage “hinges.” Suggest why this word or phrase is so important to the meaning or significance of the whole.

5. Finally, directly or obliquely make a connection with your original claim—the sentence with which you began tour short response.

**********************************************************************************

“’Of course you have done nothing except retain your pretty face and shapely figure. I saw it on the rick before you saw me—that tight pinafore-thing sets it off, and that wing-bonnet—you field-girls should never wear those bonnets if you wish to keep out of danger’” (Dover, 265). [chapter 47]



Alec D’Urberville’s outrageous claim about Tess’ attire reveals how hard he has worked to shift the blame for his sin—and sinful desires—from himself to Tess. Alec tries to locate all blame for his behavior in Tess’ agency. He tries to suggest that she has caused—perhaps even forced—him to want to sin. When Alec sees Tess, she has already been working for at least six or seven hours on the top of a threshing rick. Because she is working outdoors with scratchy, dry wheat stalks, she wears a head covering that has long “curtained” sides to keep the sun off her neck and face. She wears an over skirt to protect her dress. Alec willfully transforms these rustic garments into the costume of a coquette, suggesting that the “tight pinafore” was somehow deliberately chosen to set off her “shapely figure” and that the “wing-bonnet” was chosen to frame her “pretty face.” Most chillingly, Alec tells Tess that “’you field-girls should never wear those bonnets if you wish to keep out of danger.’” His words are grounded in an implicit threat of rape. When he references danger, he undoubtedly means that a man will force himself upon Tess, because her beauty—her shapely figure—demands this sort of sexual attention. Tess is asking to be raped because she wears a “wing-bonnet” to protect her face and neck from the sun. Alec’s assertion is absolutely ridiculous, but still his words are terrifying. Alec has all the power on his side. He is both physically and financially more powerful than Tess. This power allows him to force her to accept all the blame for his actions.
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