MASTERPIECE CLASSIC
“Tess of the D’Urbervilles”

Sundays, January 4-11, 2009
9:00-11:00 p.m. ET
– Where Was Her Guardian Angel? –

Gemma Arterton (Quantum of Solace) plays the title role in Thomas Hardy’s powerful story of a blameless woman tested by fate. “Tess of the D’Urbervilles,” opening the new season of MASTERPIECE CLASSIC, airs Sundays, January 4-11, 2009, 9:00-11:00 p.m. ET on PBS. This also marks the debut of new host Laura Linney.

MASTERPIECE CLASSIC 2009 starts off in the tradition of the successful “The Complete Jane Austen” by featuring two beloved romantic novels, Tess of the D’Urbervilles and Wuthering Heights, starring British heartthrob Tom Hardy as Heathcliff. “The Tales of Charles Dickens,” a quartet of the author’s great works airing from mid-February to early May, includes new productions of “Oliver Twist,” “Little Dorrit” and “The Old Curiosity Shop,” plus an encore presentation of “David Copperfield,” starring Harry Potter’s Daniel Radcliffe in his first film role.

With such immortal characters as Tess Durbeyfield, Catherine Earnshaw, Amy “Little” Dorrit and Little Nell Trent, the new season has no shortage of alluring, strong-willed females, not to mention a tempestuous leading man in Heathcliff and a promising young upstart in “Oliver Twist” (William Miller).

“Tess of the D’Urbervilles” was acclaimed “a delight” by the London Guardian during its recent UK broadcast, and the Glasgow Herald called it “a lush joy for the massed ranks of swooning romantic melodrama devotees.”

Arterton is joined by Hans Matheson (“Dr. Zhivago”) as her cruel seducer, Alec, and Eddie Redmayne (Elizabeth: The Golden Age) as Angel, the idealistic and self-deceiving man she loves.

As “Tess of the D’Urbervilles” opens, Tess’ father (Ian Puleston-Davies) has just learned that his long-impoverished family in fact descends from ancient aristocrats called D’Urbervilles, from which their name has been corrupted to Durbeyfield. 

The new status is all but useless, since no ancestral property remains. Yet the discovery has an ennobling effect on Tess, reinforcing her natural sense of honor and integrity.

Seeking employment with a wealthy widow (Anna Massey, “Oliver Twist”), whose family has unjustly taken the D’Urbervilles name, Tess falls prey to the woman’s dissolute son, Alec. 

An unrepentant libertine, Alec wants to possess Tess, but she flees him, eventually finding work as a milkmaid at a farm. There, she encounters a young man she had met at a May Day dance years earlier during the waltz tune “Gentle Maiden.” He is Angel Clare, a well-educated clergyman’s son learning to be a farm manager. He and Tess fall in love.

But Tess finds herself judged for qualities that Victorian society holds more dear than her sterling purity of soul, even by those who profess to love her. To author Thomas Hardy, the radiant Tess is a symbol of rural Britain, a pagan goddess at odds with the social and technological change sweeping across England’s West Country in the late 19th  century.

Tess’s haunting saga culminates at the altar stone of one of the most famous of all pagan sites: Stonehenge. 
Published in 1891, Tess of the D’Urbervilles was so shocking that Hardy had to withhold selected chapters during its first appearance in serial form. These chapters were later restored in the published volume, which became Hardy’s most popular book. The controversy over Tess’s morals led him to append the subtitle: A Pure Woman, Faithfully Presented.
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