
COURSE INSTRUCTION MANUAL 
 

WOMEN BEHAVING BADLY:  VICTORIAN SENSATION FICTION AND HOLLYWOOD FILM NOIR 
 
Dr. Nora Gilbert              ENGL 4620: Literature and Film  
nora.gilbert@unt.edu              Tu/Th 2:00-3:20 pm (REMOTE) 
 
Course description:            
 
Although they are linked by neither time nor place nor medium, Victorian sensation fiction and 
Hollywood film noir have a striking number of formal, thematic, and production-history attributes 
in common: both burst abruptly onto the popular culture scene and were produced, for the most 
part, over a contained period of one or two decades; both are “genre fictions” that play into 
audience expectations even as they work to subvert and rewrite them; both feature plots that revolve 
around scandalous and/or criminal acts that must be discovered by some form of detective work; 
both of their narrative structures highlight the importance of—or, rather, the inescapability of—the 
dark and shadowy past.  
 

What we will be concentrating on most in this class, though, is the extent to which these two genres 
similarly dramatize the (perceived) social threat of “transgressive” female behaviors and desires.  
They do this, most obviously, by providing us with some of the most infamous examples of the 
femme fatale figure in British literature and Hollywood film. Yet the role of female transgression in 
sensation fiction and film noir is, as both literary and film scholars have observed, a complex one; 
film noir’s famed cinematography notwithstanding, these are not stories that are told in black & white. 
Over the course of the semester, we will view our assigned novels and films through the lens of 
feminist theory, queer theory, critical race theory, and psychoanalytic theory as we explore the 
relationship between these particular texts and the broader cultural politics of their respective eras. 
 
Primary reading/viewing list (purchase all books; all films can be streamed through UNT library)  
 
Ellen Wood, East Lynne (1861) – Oxford edition (978-0199536030) 
Mary Elizabeth Bratton, Lady Audley’s Secret (1862) – Oxford edition (978-0199577033) 
J. Sheridan Le Fanu, Carmilla (1872) – Lanternfish Press edition (978-1941360385) 
Sarah Waters, Fingersmith (2002) – Riverhead Books edition (978-1573229722) 
 

Double Indemnity, dir. Billy Wilder (1944):  https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6140524 
Mildred Pierce, dir. Michael Curtiz (1945): https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6798024     
Leave Her to Heaven, dir. John Stahl (1945): TBA 
Gilda, dir. Charles Vidor (1946): https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6798025    
Notorious, dir. Alfred Hitchcock (1946): https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6798026     
The Postman Always Rings Twice, Tay Garnett (1946): https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6798027     
Out of the Past, dir. Jacques Tourneur (1947): https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6798028    
Born to Kill, dir. Robert Wise (1947): TBA 
Sunset Boulevard, dir. Billy Wilder (1950): https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6756763 
One False Move, dir. Carl Franklin (1992): https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6798033 
Devil in a Blue Dress, dir. Carl Franklin (1995): https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6798034 
Mulholland Drive, dir. David Lynch (2001): https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6798035    
Gone Girl, dir. David Fincher (2014):  https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6829073 
Widows, dir. Steve McQueen (2018): https://discover.library.unt.edu/catalog/b6820479 
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Grade breakdown: 
 
Zoom attendance/participation: 20% 
Canvas discussion board responses: 25%  
Article explication paper: 10%  
“Big talker” day: 5% 
Midterm paper: 20% 
Final paper/project: 20% 
 
Zoom attendance/participation: These are incredibly challenging times for us all. Because of the 
realities of our situation, metrics like attendance and participation will be very different this semester. 
We, obviously, cannot penalize students whose participation or attendance is affected by illness, or 
other serious challenges. Even more than usual, this class depends upon mutual good faith, rather 
than carrots and sticks, to make sure you get the most out of it. I am committed to working with 
you to create a rigorous and flexible space for learning. That said, please do try to make it to as many 
of our Zoom discussions (on Tuesdays and Thursdays at 2:00 pm) as you possibly can; I do think 
you’ll enjoy the readings and films much more if you give yourself the opportunity to think and chat 
about them with your peers.  
 
Canvas discussion board responses: Each week I will post and ask you to respond to questions 
about two “provocation passages” from scholarly articles on the texts that we’re reading/viewing. 
The first passage, on the novel we’re reading for that week, will be up by Sunday night and you’ll 
need to post your response to it on Canvas by Tuesday at 10 am. I will then read everyone’s 
responses and bring up some of the points made in them (or questions being raised in them) during 
our Zoom discussion at 2 pm that afternoon. The second passage, on the film we’re watching for 
that week, will be up by Tuesday night and you’ll need to post your response by Thursday at 10 am. 
Each of your responses will be worth 1% of your final semester grade, adding up a total of 25% (12 
responses to sensation novel provocation passages, 13 responses to film noir provocation passages). 
Each of your responses should be a minimum of 2-3 sentences long, and I will grade them on the 
following basis: you’ll get 1 full point for a response that clearly shows you’ve done the assigned 
novel/film and are substantively engaging with the provocation prompt at hand; you’ll get 0.5 points 
for a response that only slightly demonstrates your engagement with the assigned novel/film and the 
provocation passage at hand, or that is late; and you’ll get 0 points for a missing response or a 
response that fails to demonstrate any knowledge of or engagement with the texts at hand.  
 
Article explication paper: I will post on Canvas all of the scholarly articles that I’m pulling our 
“provocation passages” from, so that anyone who would like to read the full article is able to do so. 
But each student will also be responsible for reading one of the articles in full and writing a 2-3 page 
explication of that article, due on the day we discuss the novel or film that the article is about 
together as a class. In this paper, you will summarize and evaluate the key points that the author of 
the article is making, using some brief direct quotes from the article itself (properly cited, of course) 
but putting most of the author’s ideas and arguments into your own clear, concise words. At the end 
of the paper, you should include a final paragraph in which you express your opinion of the article: 
did you, overall, find the author’s primary arguments to be convincing and illuminating, or not so 
much? Why or why not? Though you will be responsible for writing your explication entirely on 
your own, each article will have two students explicating it and I will let you know the name and 
contact info of the other student who is explicating the same article that you are.  
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“Big talker” day: While I am sympathetic to the fact that some students are, by temperament, 
much bigger talkers in the classroom than other students (a dynamic that is exacerbated all the more 
in virtual classrooms), I am going to even our conversations out a little by assigning each student 
one day to be a designated “big talker.” That day will be the day you turn in your article explication 
paper; the idea is that, since you will have read the full article from which our provocation passage 
was drawn, you will be more knowledgeable about the article’s ideas and can share them, in 
whatever form you’d prefer, with the rest of the class. You can choose to prepare two or three 
questions for the class to consider, you can choose to bring up some of the most interesting points 
that the author made in the article (ideas that didn’t come up in the provocation passage), or you can 
choose to make some of your own points about the novel or film that we’re discussing. However 
you do it, I want to hear your voice a lot on the day you are a designated big talker! This is another 
“A is for effort” kind of grade; as long as you’re taking your job seriously, you’ll do fine on this. 
 
Midterm and final paper/projects: Because this class has a 50/50 structure to it—half of our 
texts are sensation novels, half of our texts are film noirs—you will be required to write one paper 
on a novel, one paper on a film. The first paper will be due half way through the semester (on 3/12) 
and must be on one of the novels or films we have read/watched up until that point; the second 
paper will be due at the end of the semester (on 4/26) and may be on any novel or film we’ve 
read/watched over the course of the semester. For the second paper, you will also have the option 
to turn in a creative project in lieu of a traditional literary criticism essay; more detailed instructions 
for these assignments are forthcoming. 
 
YouTube contextualization videos: Before you begin to read each novel or watch each film, 
please watch the brief (5-minute) contextualization video that I will have recorded and posted on a 
YouTube playlist. Each video will introduce you to the author(s) of the text and give you a little bit 
of the text’s production history, reception history, etc. I will not be attaching any kind of grade to 
your viewing of these videos, though I do think that going into each reading and screening with this 
kind of background knowledge will significantly enhance your learning experience. (Please also take 
a moment to “like” each video after you’ve watched it so I can get a sense of how many people are 
doing the viewings; this will serve as an informal roll call.) 
 
Zoom office hours: If you have questions or concerns you would like to discuss with me one-on-
one, I will be holding virtual office hours from 11:00-12:00 on Tuesdays and Thursdays. You are 
also, of course, welcome to email me at any time with questions or concerns and I will always try to 
reply within 24 hours (except on weekends, when I will be checking email less regularly); it’s safer 
for you to email me directly at nora.gilbert@unt.edu than to send a message to me through Canvas, 
I’ve found. Communication is key in online learning, so please do get in touch if any issues arise, and 
please check your UNT email often to make sure you are seeing all updates and messages from me!  
 
OTHER COURSE POLICIES/RESOURCES 
 

Class discussion protocols and expectations: In this class we will be dealing on a regular basis with issues 
related to race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class, disability, religion, and other categories of social 
and personal identification. While there will certainly be room for multiple perspectives and opinions 
in our verbal and written discussions of the course materials, what there will be no room for is 
racism, sexism, classism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia, xenophobia, religious intolerance, or 
any other form of bigotry or hate speech, and I will actively work to foster a virtual classroom 
environment that is welcoming and respectful to all. Another type of respect that it’s important for 
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all of us to think about as we work together online is that of respecting each other’s right to privacy. 
I will not be recording any of our Zoom calls for this reason, or requiring anyone to have their video 
cameras turned on (though I’d certainly prefer to see your faces to blank squares; please feel free to 
use a virtual background if that would give you a stronger sense of domestic privacy and make you 
more comfortable). By the same token, as part of our class contract you must agree to refrain from 
recording or taking screenshots of our Zoom conversations or Canvas discussion board threads. 

Academic Integrity Policy: Academic Integrity Standards and Consequences. According to UNT Policy 
06.003, Student Academic Integrity, academic dishonesty occurs when students engage in behaviors 
including, but not limited to cheating, fabrication, facilitating academic dishonesty, forgery, 
plagiarism, and sabotage. A finding of academic dishonesty may result in a range of academic 
penalties or sanctions ranging from admonition to expulsion from the University. 

Students with disabilities: UNT makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with 
disabilities. Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability 
Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide a 
student with an accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion 
regarding one’s specific course needs. Students may request accommodations at any time; however, 
ODA notices of accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid 
any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of accommodation for 
every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. For 
additional information see the ODA website (https://disability.unt.edu/). 
 

Sexual assault prevention: UNT is committed to providing a safe learning environment free of all forms 
of sexual misconduct, including sexual harassment sexual assault, domestic violence, dating violence, 
and stalking. If you or someone you know is experiencing sexual harassment, relationship violence, 
stalking, and/or sexual assault, there are campus resources available to provide support and 
assistance. UNT’s Survivor Advocates can assist a student who has been impacted by violence by 
filing protective orders, completing crime victim’s compensation applications, contacting professors 
for absences related to an assault, working with housing to facilitate a room change where 
appropriate, and connecting students to other resources available both on and off campus. The 
Survivor Advocates can be reached at SurvivorAdvocate@unt.edu or by calling the Dean of 
Students Office at 940-565- 2648. Additionally, alleged sexual misconduct can be non-confidentially 
reported to the Title IX Coordinator at oeo@unt.edu or at (940) 565 2759. 
 

Links to other helpful student support services:  
Student Health and Wellness Center    Counseling and Testing Services 
UNT Care Team     UNT Psychiatric Services 
UIT Student Help Desk site    Canvas Technical Help 
 
Discussion schedule:            
 
1/12:   Class introductions 
 
1/14:  “Sensation fiction” and “film noir” overview 
 - “How to Read a Film”; “How to Read a Book” (handouts posted on Canvas) 
 - Female transgression in Western mythology 
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1/19:  East Lynne, Ch. 1 - 16  
 
1/21:  Double Indemnity   
 
1/26:  East Lynne, Ch. 17 - 33 
 
1/28:  Mildred Pierce  
 [“Joan Crawford’s Padded Shoulders: Female Masculinity in Mildred Pierce”] 
 
2/2:  East Lynne, Ch. 34 - 46 
 
2/4:  Leave Her to Heaven  

[“The Front Lawn of Heaven: Landscape in Hollywood Melodrama, circa 1945”] 
 

2/9:  East Lynne, Ch. 47 – 62 
 [“The Political Unconscious in the Maternal Melodrama: East Lynne”] 
 
2/11:  The Postman Always Rings Twice  
 [“Raising Cain with the Censors, Again: The Postman Always Rings Twice”] 
 
2/16:  Lady Audley’s Secret, Volume I (Ch. 1 – 19) 
 
2/18:  Gilda 
 [“Resistance through Charisma: Rita Hayworth and Gilda”] 
 
2/23:  Lady Audley’s Secret, Volume II (Ch. 1 - 13) 
 
2/25:  Notorious  
 [“The Woman Who Was Known Too Much: Notorious”] 
 
3/2:  Lady Audley’s Secret, Volume III (Ch. 1 - 10) 
 [“Queercrip Temporality & Representation of Disability in Lady Audley’s Secret”] 
 
3/4: Out of the Past  
 [“Out of the Black Past: The Image of the Fugitive Slave in Out of the Past”] 
 
3/9 & 3/11:  Mental Health Spring Break/Work on midterm papers 
 
3/12:   Midterm paper due at 11:59 pm via submission link on Canvas 
 
3/16:  Carmilla (Entire book) 

[“The Vampire in the House: Hysteria, Female Sexuality, & Female Knowledge in Carmilla”] 
 
3/18:  Born to Kill 
 [“Queer Aesthetics of Film Noir: Born to Kill”]  
 
3/23:  Fingersmith, Ch. 1 - 4   
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3/25:  Sunset Boulevard  
 [“Sunset Boulevard: Fading Stars”] 
 
3/30:  Fingersmith, Ch. 5 - 8 
 
4/1:  Devil in a Blue Dress  

[“Detecting Difference in Devil in a Blue Dress: The Mulatta Figure, Noir, and the Cinematic 
Reification of Race”] 

 
4/6:  Fingersmith, Ch. 9 - 13 
 
4/8:  One False Move  
 [“Race and Tragedy in One False Move”] 

 
4/13:  Fingersmith, Ch. 14 – 17 

[“Queer Inventions: Rupturing Narrative Hegemony in Fingersmith”] 
 
4/15:  Mulholland Drive  
 [“Carmilla, Camilla: The Influence of the Gothic on Mulholland Drive”] 
 
4/20:  Gone Girl or Widows (your choice) 
 
4/22:  Class wrap-up 
 
4/26:   Final paper/project due at 11:59 pm via submission link on Canvas 
 
 
WEEKLY WORKFLOW SCHEDULE  
 
Friday: Contextualization videos for the following week’s assigned reading & viewing will be up on 
YouTube; watch video before you start reading a new assigned novel or screening an assigned film 
 

Sunday night: Provocation passage #1 (related to assigned novel) will be up on Canvas 
 

Tuesday, 10 am: Your response to provocation passage #1 on Canvas discussion board is due 
 

Tuesday, 11:00-11:30 am: Zoom office hours, for anyone who wants to talk to me one-on-one 
 

Tuesday, 2:00 pm: Class discussion of assigned novel via Zoom 
 

Tuesday night: Provocation passage #2 (related to assigned film) will be up on Canvas 
 

Thursday, 10 am: Your response to provocation passage #2 on Canvas discussion board is due 
 

Thursday, 11:00-11:30 am: Zoom office hours, for anyone who wants to talk to me one-on-one 
 

Thursday, 2:00 pm: Class discussion of assigned film via Zoom 
 


