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AIMS

· To explore a period or genre of literature.

· To develop a sense of literary history.

· To relate aesthetic form to social and ideological context.

LEARNING OUTCOMES

By the end of this module students should be able to:

· challenge conventional ‘literary history’;

· show a secure knowledge of a range of selected texts; 

· show a secure knowledge of a range of relevant secondary criticism;

· debate the significance of the selected period or genre of literature;

· develop and apply their understanding to other texts and periods. 

CONTENT

The ascendency of the novel is comparatively recent: its birth inextricably entwined with the emergence of Enlightenment thought and its further development mirroring that of the increasingly materialist, secular societies of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-centuries. Its concerns are those of the modern world, with the early debates about the rationality of self and society continuing to haunt the form throughout the twentieth century and into the present day. Questions about ‘the rational world’ thus provide a rich starting point for discussions of the novel.

The module will explore eighteenth-century texts in the sessions before reading week and those of the nineteenth in the weeks after. The primary texts will be allocated two-week slots, viewed from the perspective of ‘the evolution of form’ in the first week and then broadened out with a smaller secondary text in the second through their relation to ‘key enlightenment ideas’ which are traced through the entire module. 

A rational individualism defines the protagonists of early novels, in conflict with parent or society and struggling to make something of their lives. A perfect example is Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, which you already know. We shall also look at a couple of extracts of his scandalous Moll Flanders. The first full novel is the fascinating claustrophobia of Samuel Richardson’s Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded which explores the hypocrisies of a bourgeois world, a detailed practical and manipulative world. This is paired with Swift’s savagely rational satirical critique of individualism. Sterne’s Tristan Shandy plays with the rules of fiction to mock the pretension of assuming that either individual or world can be reduced to rational order: it is paired with extracts from Radcliffe’s Italian, an early gothic romance which explores inchoate desire and the sexual violence that the enlightenment project sought to banish. 

The nineteenth-century texts open with a study of Austen’s magnificent, bleakly rational, Mansfield Park in the context of changing ideas of family and new ideas about the nature of education and ‘improvement’ that feed into a new awareness of the significance of childhood. This is paired with Lewis Carroll’s Alice as an end of century counterpart that equally explores issues of power and disempowerment. Finally the module concludes by visiting a sensation novel, Collin’s Woman in White, and traces its fascination with mental illness and the uncanny double in the nineteenth-century gothic of Stevenson’s Dr Jeckyll and Mr Hyde.
