
Introduction to Victorian Literature and Culture (ENGL 3442) 
T/Th 12:30–1:50 pm, LANG 215 

Spring 2013 
 

Professor Nora Gilbert 
Email:  nora.gilbert@unt.edu             Office:  Language Building 409A 
Office phone:  (940) 369-8952             Office hours:  T/Th 2–3:00 pm  
 
Course description: 
 
A Year in the Life of Victorian Literature and Culture: 1848 
 

This course will serve as your introduction to Victorian literature and culture.  But because 
“Victorian literature and culture” is such a large, unwieldy classification, this course will introduce 
the era to you through the lens of one calendar year in particular.  1848 is commonly identified as 
a watershed year both in terms of literary output and political unrest, and we will use this 
chronological limitation to focus our analysis and allow us to understand one moment in time as 
fully and intricately as possible.  We will read a wide variety of novels, poems, and prose writings 
from the time period, so please know from the outset that this is a highly reading-intensive class.  
We will contextualize these works by learning about the social, political, and cultural forces at play 
during the times they were conceived, but we will also think about the ways in which the texts’ 
significance has altered or transformed over time.  Though I will certainly guide our class 
discussions and make sure that we cover all of the textual and historical ground that I consider to 
be the most interesting and the most important, I will not be lecturing at you.  We will be working 
through these materials together, and your participation and thoughts and questions and ideas are 
not only desired but required.  
 
Primary Texts: 
 
Brontë, Anne.  Agnes Grey. 
Brontë, Emily.  Wuthering Heights. 
Dickens, Charles.  Dombey and Son. 
Gaskell, Elizabeth.  Mary Barton. 
ENGL 3442 Course Reader (c.r.) 
 
On Reserve at Willis Library: 
 
Tucker, Herbert, ed.  A Companion to Victorian Literature & Culture (VL&C) 
 
Grade Breakdown: 
 

1. Participation/attendance:  15%  (150 points) 
2. Reading grade, determined by weekly quizzes:  15%  (150 points) 
3. Oral presentation:  15%  (150 points) 
4. Paper prep:  5%  (50 points – 30 points for abstract, 20 points for Writing Lab appt.) 
5. Term paper:  20%  (200 points) 
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6. Midterm exam:  10%  (100 points) 
7. Final exam:  20%  (200 points) 

 
Total of 1,000 possible points for the semester.  900—1,000 points = A;  800—899 points = B;  
700—799 points = C;  600—699 points = D;  599 points or lower = F. 

 
Participation:  Because your participation is so crucial to the fabric of this class, it will comprise 
15% of your grade.  Attendance obviously affects your ability to participate, so absenteeism will 
serve to lower your participation grade.  You will lose 5 points each time that you are absent from 
or significantly tardy for a class, and you cannot pass the course if you miss more than 6 classes, 
no matter what the reason.  Come.  Think.  Discuss.  Give yourself the gift of 15%. 
 
Reading grade:  You cannot participate if you don’t come to class, but you also cannot participate if 
you don’t do the reading.  To give you extra motivation to keep up with the reading on a weekly 
basis, there will be a 10-pt. quiz at the beginning of class each Tuesday.  Glancing over Spark Notes 
will not enable you to pass these quizzes.  Reading the actual texts, however, will make passing the 
quizzes a breeze.  No quizzes may be made up, but the lowest score of the semester will be dropped. 
 
Oral presentation:  At the beginning of class each Thursday, a group of 3 assigned students will be 
responsible for a 15-20 minute presentation that outlines one particular aspect of Victorian life.  
Please strive to make these presentations as lively and engaging as possible;  your goal should be to 
make your subject matter “come to life” for your classmates.  Bringing in audio or visual aids is 
extremely welcome;  your grade will, in part, be based on your presentation’s creativity.  Each 
group will need to conduct its own research on the topic at hand, though I will give you a helping 
hand by pointing you to specific chapters of A Companion to Victorian Literature & Culture, which 
will be on reserve at Willis Library and will serve as a useful springboard for your research.  The 
one requirement of this project is that you cite at least two periodical articles from the Victorian era 
that discuss your topic;  you can access such articles via the “British Periodicals” database.  
 
Paper:  Because I am more concerned with quality than quantity, you will only have to write one 
paper over the course of the semester (a minimum of 5 full double-spaced pages, maximum of 7) 
due on Tuesday, April 23.  Your assignment for this expository essay will be to take one of the 
cultural studies topics addressed in one of the oral presentations (it may be your own presentation 
or someone else’s;  it may be a presentation that has already taken place or one that is slotted to 
occur later in the semester) and relate it to one of the primary texts on the syllabus.  For example, 
you might choose to write on “Education in Agnes Grey” or “Sex in Dombey and Son.”  Three weeks 
before the paper is due (on April 2), you are required to turn in an abstract of 300—500 words 
outlining the basic topic of your essay, describing any outside research you plan to perform, and 
providing me with a preliminary version of your actual thesis statement.  I will return your abstract 
to you within one week with some feedback, and you will then have two weeks to write a clear and 
cogent argumentative essay.  To help you achieve the highest level of clarity and cogency possible, I 
am also requiring that you make an appointment at the Writing Lab (AUD 105; 940-565-2563) 
sometime in the 2 weeks before the paper is due to have a tutor there look over your work as well.  
Papers are docked 10 points for every day they are late (including weekend days), no exceptions.  
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Midterm:  To give you a sense of how well you are digesting our course content at roughly the     
half way mark, I will give you an in-class midterm on Tuesday, March 5th.   
 
Final:  The final exam will be your way of showing me what you’re coming away with at the end of 
the semester.  It will be held on Tuesday, May 7th, at 10:30 am in our regular classroom. 
 
Course policies: 
 
Plagiarism:  Plagiarism is when you use someone else’s words or ideas and pass them off as your 
own.  This includes quoting or paraphrasing your sources without proper citation, ripping off a 
paper you find on the internet, and paying/asking someone else to write your paper for you.  You 
are also not permitted to “recycle” a paper that you wrote for another class.  Plagiarism will result 
in failure of the course and permanent documentation on your academic record.  
 
Students with Disabilities:  Anyone with a disability requiring accommodation must present a written 
accommodation request to the instructor within eleven days after the first class session.  Copies of 
the school’s ADA Compliance Policy, Policy on Auxiliary Aids and Reasonable Accommodation, 
and the ADA Grievance Procedures are available through the main office of the School of Library 
and Information Sciences (ISB 205, 940-565-2445).  It is also recommended that you register with 
the Office of Disability Accommodation (University Union 318A, 940-565-4323). 
 
Discussion Schedule: 
 
Week One – Course introduction  
 
1/15:  Why a class on Victorian literature and culture? 
 Why a class on 1848 in particular? 
  
1/17: Anthony Harrison, “1848” (c.r.) 

In-class reading:  Matthew Arnold, “Dover Beach” (c.r.) 
  
Week Two – Presentation Topic: Victorian Domesticity (presentation modeled by me) 

 
1/22:   Dombey and Son, Ch. 1—9 
 
1/24:  Florence Nightingale, from “Cassandra” (c.r.) 

In-class reading:  Robert Browning, “A Woman’s Last Word” (c.r.) 
 
Week Three – Presentation Topic: Victorian Education  (See VL&C Ch. 14, “Educational”) 
 
1/29: Agnes Grey, Ch. 1—11 
 Dombey and Son, Ch. 10—13 
 
1/31:   Elizabeth Rigby, excerpt from “Vanity Fair—and Jane Eyre” (c.r.)   

In-class reading:  Alfred, Lord Tennyson, “The Woman’s Cause is Man’s,”  
   from “The Princess” (c.r.) 
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Week Four – Presentation Topic: Victorian Science & Medicine (See VL&C Ch. 12, “Medical”) 
 
2/5:   Agnes Grey, Ch. 12—end  
 Dombey and Son, Ch. 14—18 
 
2/7:  Charles Darwin, excerpt from Voyage of the Beagle (c.r.) 
 In-class reading:  John Clare, “I Am!” (c.r.) 
 
Week Five – Presentation Topic: Victorian Sex  (See VL&C Ch. 9, “Victorian Sexualities”) 
 
2/12:   Wuthering Heights, Vol. 1 Ch. 1—Vol. 1, Ch. 10  
 Dombey and Son, Ch. 19—22 
 
2/14:  Michel Foucault, excerpt from The History of Sexuality: An Introduction (c.r.)   

In-class reading:  Emily Brontë, “Stars” (c.r.) 
 
Week Six – Presentation Topic: Victorian Religion  (See VL&C Ch. 10, “Clerical”) 
 
2/19: Wuthering Heights, Vol. 1, Ch. 11—Vol. 2, Ch. 7 
 Dombey and Son, Ch. 23—27 
 
2/21:  John Henry Newman, excerpt from Lectures on the Present Position of Catholics in England (c.r) 

In-class reading:  Arthur Hugh Clough, “‘There is No God,’ the Wicked Saith” (c.r.) 
 
Week Seven – Presentation Topic: Victorian Law  (See VL&C Ch. 11, “Legal”) 
 
2/26: Wuthering Heights, Vol. 2, Ch. 8—end 
 Dombey and Son, Ch. 28—31 
 
2/28:  Caroline Norton, excerpt from “A Letter to the Queen” (c.r.) 
 In-class reading:  Robert Browning, “My Last Duchess” 
 
Week Eight – Presentation Topic: Victorian Music (See handout, “Music and Social Class in  

Victorian London”) 
 
3/5: MIDTERM EXAM  
 
3/7: Thomas Carlyle, excerpt from On Heroes and Hero Worship (c.r.) 

In-class reading:  Charlotte Brontë, “Evening Solace” (c.r.) 
 

Week Nine  
 
3/19: Mary Barton, Preface—Ch. 8 
 Dombey and Son, Ch. 32—37 
 
3/21: Library Research Instruction Day 
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Week Ten – Presentation Topic: The Industrial Revolution  (See VL&C Ch. 17, “Industrial”) 
 
3/26: Mary Barton, Ch. 9—17 
 Dombey and Son, Ch. 38—41 
 
3/28: Henry Mayhew, excerpt from London Labour and the London Poor (c.r.) 
 In-class reading:  Thomas Hood, “The Song of the Shirt” (c.r.) 
 
Week Eleven – Presentation Topic: Victorian Capitalism  (See VL&C Ch. 18, “Commercial”) 
 
4/2: *PAPER ABSTRACT DUE AT BEGINNING OF CLASS 

Mary Barton, Ch. 18—27 
 Dombey and Son, Ch. 42—47 
 
4/4:   Friedrich Engels, excerpt from The Condition of the Working Class in England (c.r.) 

In-class reading:  Christina Rossetti, “Goblin Market” (c.r.) 
 
Week Twelve – Presentation Topic: Victorian Visual Arts  (See VL&C Ch. 19, “Spectacle”) 
 
4/9: Mary Barton, Ch. 28—end 
 Dombey and Son, Ch. 48—52 
 
4/11: John Ruskin, excerpt from Modern Painters (c.r.) 
 In-class reading:  Dante Gabriel Rossetti, “For a Venetian Pastoral, by Giorgione” (c.r.) 
 
Week Thirteen – Presentation Topic: Victorian Imperialism  (See VL&C Ch. 29, “Victorian Nation”) 
 
4/16: Dombey and Son, Ch. 53—57 
 W.M. Thackeray, excerpts from The Book of Snobs (c.r.)  
 
4/18: John Stuart Mill, excerpt from Principles of Political Economy (c.r.) 
 In-class reading:  George Meredith, “Chillianwalla” (c.r.) 
 
Week Fourteen  
 
4/23: *TERM PAPER DUE AT BEGINNING OF CLASS 
 In-class reading:  Elizabeth Barrett Browning, “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point” (c.r.) 
 
4/25: Dombey and Son, final installment:  Ch. 58—end  
 
Week Fifteen  
 
4/30: Last day of class:  Connecting the dots;  Reviewing for final;  Afternoon tea 
 
FINAL EXAM:  TUESDAY, MAY 7th @ 10:30 AM 


