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Victorian Secrets:  Understanding the Victorians 

in Texts and Contemporary Contexts 
 

FYS 190 J -- Spring 2005  
 

Class Time:  MW  230-345      Class Location:    Buttrick G-15 
Instructor:   Kathryn Crowther  Office:            102-B Presser (ext. 5484) 
Email:          kcrowther@agnesscott.edu Office Hours:       M 1-2, W 4-5  and by appt. 
                 

  
 

Required texts: 
The Longman Anthology of British Literature (2B) –  “The Victorian Age.”  Ed. David Damrosch 
Jane Eyre, Third Edition (Norton Critical Editions) by Charlotte Bronte 
The Mrs. Dalloway Reader by Virginia Woolf 
The French Lieutenant's Woman by John Fowles 
Possession : A Romance by A.S. Byatt 
St. Martin’s Handbook 
 
Films: 
We’ll be discussing several films over the course of the semester.  You are responsible for 
viewing them outside of class (they will count as the homework assignment for that day). 
You can either attend the on-campus screening that I will set up or check them out and 
watch them in the library or rent them yourself. 
 
Course Description: 
With corsets back in fashion and a new Dickens’ movie out every year, it seems that our 
fascination with the Victorian era is as alive as ever.  In this course we will read several 
exemplary Victorian texts – novels, poetry and essays – in order to delineate the major 
themes and concepts that have become indicative of the Victorian era, including concerns 
about identity, sexuality, technology and representation.  We will pay particular attention to 
the way the Victorians fashioned themselves and envisioned their place in history.  Then we 
will trace the evolution (and dismantling) of these ideas through the modernist era into 
contemporary times.  Our contemporary texts will range from literature (“neo-Victorian” 
novels) and film to music and fashion.  
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Course Goals: 
 

 To learn about the Victorian era through reading poetry, essays and novels, and to 
examine how the social and cultural background is represented in the literature. 

 

 To trace the legacy of Victorian ideas by identifying certain ideas, themes, and 
constructs and examining how they are refuted, dismantled, or reconstructed in the 
literature of the Modernist and Contemporary period.  To consider how our reading 
of these later “texts” – and by this we will mean film, literature, and other cultural 
forms – is informed by our understanding of the Victorians 

 

        To participate in the discussion of literature with your peers, understanding that a 
fruitful classroom exchange comes from careful reading, thoughtful questioning, 
attentive listening and strong verbal skills. 

 

          To hone the close-reading skills necessary for the analysis of literature and to learn  
how to present your reading of a text to your peers. 

 

         To develop a set of questions about a text which then can be crafted into an essay.   
To shape your questions into a concise thesis statement and to approach the writing  
process as a multi-stage process of drafting, instructor and peer feedback and editing. 

 

   To explore the different library and electronic resources available on contemporary 
literature.  To learn how to effectively research and use criticism to enhance your 
understanding of a text.  To navigate and utilize the resources of Agnes Scott’s 
library and manuscript collection. 

 
Assignments  

 

 You will write 3 critical essays during the semester:   
          -     2 shorter essays (5-7 pages) which will be close-reading and analysis of a primary  

       text. I will run an optional draft workshop for these papers outside of class. 
- A final research paper (7-10 pages) which will use outside resources as well as the  
      primary and secondary texts we have read.  I will give you a handout detailing the  
      specific requirements.  Your paper should include at least 4 secondary sources  
      and should be accompanied by a short annotated bibliography. 

 

 You will also complete eight 1-2 page response papers during the semester.  These 
papers serve as a way to generate ideas for your longer papers, and as a way to hone 
your writing skills.  There will be one make-up date late in the semester. I will give 
you a hand out explaining the format and requirements along with the due dates 
during the first week of class. 

 

 All written assignments must be typed in 12 point font, double-spaced, with 1 inch 
margins and must be in MLA standard style format. 1 page = approx 250 words 
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   You are also required to give one presentation on the text under discussion – this 
may be an analytical presentation or a critical presentation ( I will supply you with a  
list of possible critical articles).  The analytical presentation will be a 15 minute  
discussion of our current text and should address specific passages.  You should also  
generate a set of questions for the class which will be laid out on a formal handout.  
The critical presentation will explicate an article from a book or journal about the  
text we are reading.     

 
 
Requirements:    
 
Attendance: 

       Coming to class on time and prepared is imperative.   
 

       Be punctual!  Every excessive tardy will count as a partial absence (1/4).  Thus,  
   4 tardies  =  one unexcused absence. 
 

       If you exceed three absences, I will drop your final grade one grade level (ie. a "B"  
   will become a "B-") per absence. 
 

      You are responsible for what happens in class, including changes in assignments, even  
         if you are not there.  Check with me or a classmate to find out what you missed. 
  

      Missing more than 8 classes will result in an "F" for the course. Missing class for a  
university-sponsored event requires a letter from the appropriate administrator before 
the absence.  Assignments are still due on the original date. 

 

      Emergency situations will require a conference with the instructor outside of class. 
 

      Papers are due at the beginning of class.  If you are absent the day a paper is due it is  
        still your responsibility to turn in that paper before class.  Late work will not be  
        accepted, except at my discretion (with a grading penalty – usually a deduction of 1/3  
        letter grade for each calendar day of tardiness).  Please let me (or a dean) know as soon  
        as possible if an illness or personal crisis prevents you from attending class or  
        completing assignments. 
 
Participation (10%): 
 

    Come to class prepared to talk about the texts assigned.  This involves keeping up with 
        the reading, developing a set of questions or observations that you can share with the    
        class.  We will discuss close-reading strategies in class, but advise that you become an  
        “active” reader – taking notes and highlighting important passages as you read. 
 

      Your attendance is required in both senses of the word; that means that you must  
        not only be physically but mentally present as well.  If I see evidence that you are  
        unprepared for class or not mentally present, I will count you absent.  This includes  
        sleeping, talking, or working on materials for other classes during class.  
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      Occasional “Reading Pop Quizzes” (awarded plus, check, minus) will be factored    
        into your participation grade.  Come to class ready to think and speak and argue; you  
        will have a much more enjoyable time if you do.  
 

      You are required to complete all assignments in order to pass the course.   
  

Course grades: 
essay #1:    15% 
essay #2:    20% 
final research paper   25% 
journal entries:   15% 
presentation:  10% 
participation:      15% 
 

Honor Code: The Agnes Scott Honor Code is in effect in this class and will be strictly 
enforced.  The student bears primary responsibility for understanding the nature of academic 
honesty and avoiding plagiarism.  
 
What is Plagiarism?: 
 We will spend time at the beginning of the semester discussing plagiarism and how  

to avoid it, but here are some examples: 
1. Copying another student’s work. 
2. Downloading a paper from the Internet. 
3. Using another person’s ideas and not giving them credit. 
4. Paraphrasing but retaining specific phrases and structures from the original 
5. Giving incorrect or incomplete citation information. 
 
We will practice using MLA format in class and I will run a writing workshop before the first 
paper is due.   You may ask me questions about citation and plagiarism at any time. 
 
Miscellaneous info: If you require special arrangements to meet course requirements, 
because of a disability or any other circumstance, you must let me know as soon as possible. 

 
*This syllabus is subject to modification at the instructor’s discretion. 
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Course calendar 
 

UNIT ONE   
 

Constructing the Victorians: Prose, Poetry and Fiction 

 
 
Week 1     

 
M. Jan 24: Introduction to the course  Read several texts in class:  [handouts] 
 
W. Jan 26: What is “Victorian?”  Read the Introduction to the Victorian Age in  

Longman (pp. 1009-1031) 
Week 2    
 
M. Jan 31: Victorian ideas.  Read Carlyle excerpts Past and Present        RP#1 Due 
  1033-1046; and one selection from each “Perspectives” 

 in Longman 
 
W. Feb 2: The Woman Question.  Read excerpts from: “The Angel in the House” by  

Coventry Patmore (handout); The Subjection of Women by John S. Mill and The  
Women of England by Sarah S. Ellis in Longman. 

Week 3 
 
M. Feb 7: Introduction to the Victorian Novel –  Jane Eyre        RP#2 Due 
  Read the “Author’s Preface” and Chs. 1-13 
 
W. Feb 9:   Jane Eyre Chs. 14-21 
 
Week 4 
 
M. Feb 14:     Jane Eyre Chs. 22-30 (A Victorian Valentine’s Day)        RP#3 Due 
 
W. Feb 16:   Jane Eyre Chs. 31- end 
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Week 5  
 
M. Feb 21: Wide Sargasso Sea (excerpts on handout)       RP#4 Due 

           MOVIE REVIEW 
 
W. Feb 23:   Victorian Poetry. Read Alfred, Lord Tennyson: “The Lady of  
  Shalott,” ; Robert Browning:  “Porphyria’s Lover,” “My Last  

Duchess,”; Matthew Arnold:  “Dover Beach” in Longman. 
 
Week 6   
 
M. Feb 28: Elizabeth Barrett Browning: excerpts from Aurora Leigh; Christina Rossetti 
  “Goblin Market” 
 
W. Mar 2:    Lewis Carroll – Alice’s Legacy.                       ESSAY #1 DUE 
 
Week 7      
 
M. Mar 7:  SPRING BREAK 
 
W. Mar 9:  SPRING BREAK 
 

UNIT TWO 
 

Deconstucting the Victorians:  Modernist and Postmodernist Responses 
 

 
Week 8       
 
M. Mar 14:  LyttonStrachey’s Emminent Victorian (excerpts on handout);          RP#5 Due 
 
W. Mar 16: Mrs. Dalloway              
 
Week 9 
 
M. Mar 21:  Mrs. Dalloway             RP#6 Due
            
W. Mar 23: Excerpts from The Hours (handout) 
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Week 10        
 
M. Mar 28: French Lieutenant’s Woman           RP#7 Due 
 
W. Mar 30:  French Lieutenant’s Woman 
 
Week 11          
 
M. Apr 4:  French Lieutenant’s Woman           RP#8 Due 
                  MOVIE REVIEW 
W. Apr 6:   French Lieutenant’s Woman  
 

UNIT THREE 
 

Reconstructing the Victorians:  Contemporary Texts and Contexts 
 

 
Week 12         
 
M. Apr 11: Excerpts from Victorian Afterlife (handouts)          ESSAY #2 DUE 

 
W. Apr 13: Possession  
 
Week 13  
 
M. Apr 18:      Possession                        Make-up RP Due 
 
W. Apr 20:  Possession 
   
Week 14  
 
M. Apr 25:    Possession 
 
W. Apr 27:   Final Presentations 
 
Week 15 
 
M. May 2:  Final Presentations             **Final Paper due by Monday May 9th  

                      at 4pm in my office.** 


