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COURSE DESCRIPTION: 
 
Charlotte, Emily, and Anne Brontë burst onto the literary scene almost simultaneously in 1847, as 
their novels Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights, and Agnes Grey were published under the pseudonyms of 
Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell. Many early critics believed that all “Bell” creations were in fact written 
by one author, and there continues to be a perception that the Brontës’ writings can be read as one 
interconnected oeuvre. This class will, to some extent, propagate that perception, focusing as it does 
on the major works of the three sisters collectively. But it will also highlight the very different 
ideological standpoints that can be found in each author’s work, and will consider why the field of 
literary studies is so invested in mythologizing the Brontë sisterhood. A particular focus of this 
“women’s literature” course will be on the issues of gender and sexuality that play such a pivotal role 
in all of the Brontës’ novels. To many Victorian readers, these novels seemed quite radical in their 
representations of women’s rights, sexual desire, and the institution of marriage; to many 21st-century 
readers, the Brontë sisters have become feminist icons whose works offer inspiring portraits of 
strong heroines and damning critiques of patriarchal injustices. Yet there are also many ways in which 
the novels can be seen to work with rather than against the conventions and prejudices of their time, 
as we will be sure to discuss as well. Paying close attention to representations of race, class, religion, 
illness, and the environment, we will use the Brontës’ works as a window into the Victorian world.   

NB: While I will certainly guide our class conversations 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, for the most part, be lecturing at you. We will be working through these materials together, and 
your participation and thoughts and questions are not only desired but required. 

REQUIRED TEXTS: 
 
Anne Brontë, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (Oxford World Classics, ISBN 9780199207558) 
Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre (Oxford World Classics, ISBN 9780199535590) 
Charlotte Brontë, Villette (Oxford World Classics, ISBN 9780199536658) 
Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights (Oxford World Classics, ISBN 9780199541898) 
Jean Rhys, Wide Sargasso Sea (Norton, ISBN 9780393352566) 
 
GRADE BREAKDOWN:  
 
Participation and attendance: 20% 
Reading quizzes: 10% 
Writing journal: 10% 
Historical research presentation: 10% 
Thematic analysis (5% each x 4): 20% 
Final paper: 20% 
Final exam: 10% 
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Participation and attendance:  Because your participation is so crucial to the fabric of this class, it will 
comprise 20% of your grade. Attendance obviously affects your ability to participate, so any more 
than two missed or significantly tardy classes will result in losing one percentage point out of the 
possible 20. I do understand that extreme personal and medical emergencies arise on occasion, and I 
will try to be understanding about these issues if they do not substantially undermine your ability to 
learn the materials. You must let me know ahead of time when you are going to miss class; I can 
only be understanding about absences if I understand what’s going on.  
 
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 regular 
basis, there will be reading-content pop quizzes at the beginning of some classes. Glancing over a 
Sparknotes or Wikipedia summary will not enable you to do well on these quizzes; reading the actual 
texts, however, will make this portion of your grade a breeze. No quizzes may be made up, but the 
lowest score of the semester will be dropped. 
 
Writing journal: Because one of the best ways to come up with interesting and compelling ideas is to 
write your ideas down, we will be doing numerous in-class writing exercises over the course of the 
semester. Please purchase one 8 ½ x 11” bound notebook to use as your writing journal and bring it 
with you to every class (along with a pen). Feel free to jot down in this journal whatever class notes 
or thoughts you have about the readings you wish. You will be allowed to bring it with you to the 
final exam, after which I will give it an overall grade for the effort you have cumulatively put into it. 
 
Historical Research Presentation:  To give you a sense of focus throughout the semester, you will be 
assigned one cultural context theme from a list that I provide, along with two group-mates who will 
also be focusing on the same theme. After working together to determine who will cover what 
material, you will give a 15-minute (combined) powerpoint presentation that provides concise, 
engaging historical information about the theme at hand. You may present your individual 5-minute 
portions in either consecutive or intermingled fashion, depending on what you decide as a group. 
The last page of the powerpoint needs to present a list of Works Cited, which should include at least 
3 different sources (two of which must be scholarly, “peer-reviewed” sources) per person. 
 
Thematic analysis: As you finish reading each novel, you will write a 2-pg (double-spaced) detailed 
analysis of the ways in which your chosen theme plays out in the novel.  Despite the brevity of these 
assignments, they should be cogently written, carefully proofread, and supported by (brief) quotes 
from the text. Writing these should help you to formulate your ideas for your final paper, and you 
will be required to share and discuss them with your thematic group-mates on the days they are due. 
 
Final paper:  Because you will be thinking about one theme all semester long, coming up with the 
topic of your final paper (5-6 pgs, double-spaced) should be an organic process, though I will still 
give you pointers and assistance with coming up with your thesis statement when the time comes to 
do so. You will first turn in a complete draft of the paper to me and I will provide detailed feedback 
on it, but no grade. If you do not turn in your paper by the first draft due date, you forfeit your right 
to feedback. You will then revise and resubmit the paper in light of my comments, and I will assign 
a grade to the final product at the end of the semester.  
 
Final exam: The final exam will be your way of showing me what you’re coming away with at the end 
of the semester. It will take place in our regular classroom on 5/10 from 8:00-10:00 am. 
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COURSE POLICIES/OTHER INFORMATION:         
 
Email:  I will, at times, send important messages via my official class email list; please begin checking 
your UNT email address on a regular basis if you are not already doing so. On the other end of the 
equation, I make it a policy to respond to student emails within 24 hours with the exception of weekends; 
if by any chance you do not receive a response from me within that time frame, please resend your 
email to make sure it did not somehow disappear in the internet ether. 
 
Laptops and cell phones: Because you are required to purchase hard copies of all the assigned novels 
and keep an in-class writing journal, you will be freed from the modern dependence on technology 
for the three hours you are with me each week. (If the requirement to purchase all the novels 
imposes financial hardship on you, please see me and we can confidentially arrange to have the texts 
loaned to you for the semester. If the requirement to hand write as opposed to type out your in-class 
exercises poses a problem, please see me to make alternative arrangements for that as well.) 
 
Plagiarism: If you fail to give full credit to the sources you are citing, lift a paper off of the internet, 
reuse a paper that was written for another class, or have someone else write any part of your paper 
for you, you are plagiarizing and I will catch you doing so. Plagiarism will result in failure of the 
course and permanent documentation on your academic record. Zero tolerance policy.   

Students with Disabilities: Anyone with a disability requiring accommodation must present a written 
accommodation request to me within eleven days of the first class session. To apply for 
accommodation services, request letters for professors, or make an ODA-related complaint, contact 
the Office of Disability Accommodation at 940-565-4323 or go to disability.unt.edu. 

Sexual discrimination, harassment, and assault: UNT is committed to providing an environment free of all 
forms of discrimination and harassment, including sexual assault, domestic and dating violence, and 
stalking. If you or someone you know experiences any of these acts, UNT has staff members trained 
to support you in accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and housing 
accommodations, helping with legal protective orders, and more. For immediate assistance, contact 
Renee LeClaire McNamara at SurvivorAdvocate@unt.edu or at 940-565-2648.   
 
READING/DISCUSSION SCHEDULE:  
 
1/16:  Course introduction 
 
1/18:  Handout: Charlotte Brontë, “Biographical Notice of Ellis and Acton Bell” (1850); 

excerpts from Elizabeth Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857) 
  

 Spotlight lecture: “The Brontë Myth” 
In-class screening: clips from To Walk Invisible (2016) and Devotion (1946) 

 
1/23:  Handout: Excerpts from Brontë juvenilia; select Brontë poems 
 

Research presentation group planning (do some preliminary brainstorming prior to class) 
 

1/25:  Wuthering Heights (pp. 1-55; Vol. I, Ch. I – VII)  
 

Spotlight lecture: “The Gothic”  



	 4	

1/30:  Wuthering Heights (pp. 56-149; Vol. I, Ch. VIII – Vol. II, Ch. II)  
 

In-class screening: A Regular Black  
 
2/1:  Wuthering Heights (pp. 150-207; Vol. II, Ch. III – Ch. VIII)  
 

Presentation #1: Nature and the Environment 
In-class screening: scenes from movie versions of WH 

 
2/6:  Wuthering Heights (pp. 208-300; Vol. II, Ch. IX – XX)  
 

** Thematic analysis #1 due; discuss with group-mates 
In-class reading: Kate Beaton comics; excerpt from Mallory Ortberg, Texts from Jane Eyre 
 

2/8:  Handout: Wuthering Heights literary criticism packet 
 

Presentation #2: Physical illness and disease  
 

2/13:  Jane Eyre (pp. 7-108; Vol. I, Ch. I – Ch. XI)  
 

Spotlight lecture: “The Bildungsroman”  
 

2/15:  Jane Eyre (pp. 108-162; Vol. I, Ch. XII – Vol. II, Ch. I) 
 

Presentation #3: Imprisonment and Enslavement 
 

2/20:  Jane Eyre (pp. 162-274; Vol. II, Ch. II – Ch. IX)  
 

In-class screening: scenes from movie versions of JE 
 

2/22:  Jane Eyre (pp. 275-338; Vol. II, Ch. X – Vol. III, Ch. II)  
 

Presentation #4: British Imperialism 
 

2/27:  Jane Eyre (pp. 338-452; Vol. III, Ch. III – Ch. XII)  
 

In-class reading: Kate Beaton comics; excerpt from Mallory Ortberg, Texts from Jane Eyre 
 

3/1:  Wide Sargasso Sea (pp. 15-76, “A short youth mine was.”)  
 

Presentation #5: Mental illness 
 

3/6:  Wide Sargasso Sea (pp. 76, “I woke next morning”–171)  
 

** Thematic analysis #2 due; discuss with group-mates 
In-class screening: scene from movie version of WSS 
 

3/8:  Handout:  Jane Eyre/Wide Sargasso Sea literary criticism packet  
 
3/12 – 3/16:  SPRING BREAK 
 
3/20:  Tenant of Wildfell Hall (pp. 9-110; Ch. I – Ch. XV)  
 

Spotlight lecture: “Caroline Norton and Family Law Reform”  
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3/22:  Tenant of Wildfell Hall (pp. 110-170; Ch. XVI – Ch. XXII)  
 

Presentation #6: Sex and Sexuality 
 

3/27:  Tenant of Wildfell Hall (pp. 171-266; Ch. XXIII – Ch. XXXIV)  
 

Go over paper assignment, paper pointers 
 
3/29:  Tenant of Wildfell Hall (pp. 267-323; Ch. XXXV – Ch. XLII)  
 

Presentation #7: Class and Economics 
 

4/3:  Tenant of Wildfell Hall (pp. 323-417, Ch. XLIII – Ch. LIII)  
 

** Thematic analysis #3 due; discuss with group-mates 
In-class reading: Kate Beaton comics 
 

4/5:  Handout: Tenant of Wildfell Hall literary criticism packet 
 

Presentation #8: Education and Child-rearing 
 

4/10:  Villette (pp. 5-115; Ch. I – Ch. XII)  
 

Spotlight lecture: “The Brontës as Teachers/Governesses” 
  
4/12:  Villette (pp. 116-178; Ch. XIII – XVI)  
 

Presentation #9: Religion and religious questioning 
 

4/17:  Villette (pp.179-265; Ch. XVII – XXIII)  
 

**First draft of final paper due prior to class on BB 
 

4/19:  Villette (pp. 266-322; Ch. XXIV – Ch. XXVII) 
 
4/24:  Villette (pp. 323-437; Ch. XXVIII – Ch. XXXVII)  
 

 In-class listening: scenes from radio versions of Villette 
 

4/26:  Villette (pp. 438-496; Ch. XXXVIII – XLII)  
 

** Thematic analysis #4 due; discuss with group-mates 
 

5/1:  Handout: Villette literary criticism packet 
 

 In-class: SPOT evaluations 
 
5/3:  Final exam prep and brainstorming; class wrap-up 
 
5/4:  **Final paper due at midnight on BB 
 
5/10:  **Final exam in LANG 215, 8:00-10:00 am 


