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Course description 

 

The Ancient Mariner, the Artful Dodger, Maggie Tulliver, Jane Eyre: these are still household names.  

The drug-addled detectives, rebellious heroines and dispossessed children of Romantic and Victorian 

literature continue to haunt our literary imagination, as do many of the subjects that troubled and 

inspired their writers – the urban experience, eco-awareness, mental illness, criminality, the pressing 

need for social and political reform, and love.   

 

In this week-long summer school we will look at poems, novels, letters and essays written between 

1780 and 1900, starting with anti-slavery literature and finishing with those eccentric heroes, Allan 

Quatermain and Sherlock Holmes.  Seminars will be led by specialists in their fields who will introduce 

you to voices as distinct as those of Olaudah Equiano, William Wordsworth, Jane Austen, Charlotte 

Brontë, Robert Browning and Elizabeth Barrett Browning.  

 

Sessions with British Library Lead Curators, Alexandra Ault and Laura Walker, will provide a unique 

opportunity to look at original manuscript material, to consider the materiality of manuscripts, and to 

discuss the processes of writing, editing and publishing.  

 

 
 

Day 1  

Morning – Slavery and Abolition  

(Dr Emma McEvoy, University of Westminster) 

In this session, Emma McEvoy will introduce you to the Romantic period and to the course more 

generally.  The main focus of the seminar will be writing of the 1780s and 1790s associated with the 

campaign for Abolition of the Slave Trade.  Authors will include Olaudah Equiano, Anna Laetitia 

Barbauld, William Cowper, Hannah More and Ann Yearsley.  We will look at representations of 

slaves, slave traders and slave owners and discuss the way these texts make their appeals to 

conscience, shame, national interest and pity.  

 

Afternoon – Jane Austen’s Persuasion  

(Dr Freya Johnston, St Anne’s College, University of Oxford) 

Freya Johnston will lead a guided discussion of Austen’s last completed novel, first published at the 

end of 1817 and six months after the author’s death. We will consider the social and historical aspects 

of Persuasion, its sensitivity to landscape and experiments with narrative technique; the manuscript 
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fragments that allow us to entertain two possible endings to the story; and the work’s reception, 

particularly in the early and mid-nineteenth century. 

 

Day 2   

Morning – Writing Nature  

(Dr Emma McEvoy, University of Westminster) 

In this session, we will turn our attention to the subject most commonly associated with Romantic 

writers: Nature. We will explore some of the many different connotations of the word, and its cultural 

history.  Our main text will be Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads (1798), but we will also 

look at letters and journal entries, as we consider such topics as the egotistical sublime, the 

picturesque, writing communities, and rural life and labour.  

 

Afternoon – Jane Eyre 

(Professor Sally Shuttleworth, St Anne’s College, University of Oxford) 

In this session, Sally Shuttleworth will place Charlotte Brontë’s novel in historical and social context.  

We will look particularly at the treatment of childhood, and ideas of injustice.  The session will also 

explore Brontë’s use of literary form, and look at some of the more memorable illustrated versions of 

the novel. If you have a treasured illustrated version of the novel, do bring it along! 

 

Day 3  

Morning –  

 

Session with British Library Lead Curators, Alexandra Ault and Laura Walker  

Alexandra Ault and Laura Walker will introduce you to some of the treasures of the British Library’s 

manuscripts collection, including Charlotte Brontë’s fair copy manuscript of Jane Eyre as well as 

manuscripts of William Wordsworth and Jane Austen. 

  

The Romantics and London 

(Dr Emma McEvoy, University of Westminster) 

London, at the turn of the century, was the largest and the most rapidly changing city in Europe and 

it fascinated Romantic writers.  In this session, we will look at Romantic responses to London – from 

the “’weep! ’weep!” of William Blake’s chimney sweeper to Charles Lamb’s tears of joy in the Strand.  

 

Afternoon – Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist 

(Dr Emma McEvoy, University of Westminster) 

In this seminar, we will look at Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist.  Building upon the morning session, 

we will focus on Dickens’s London, the child in the city, and crime and criminality.  Our discussion will 

also include serial publication, the New Poor Law, and Dickens’s debt to the Gothic.   

 

Day 4 

Morning – Victorian Poetry: Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Robert Browning 

(Dr Simon Avery, University of Westminster)  

The Victorian period is often remembered as a time of great advances in the novel as prose fiction 

rapidly became the most widely read literary form. The period also witnessed much remarkable 

poetry, however, which was often challenging, confrontational and innovative, both in form and 

content. In this session, we’ll examine selected works by Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Robert 

Browning, two writers who helped change the face of poetry in the nineteenth century and beyond.  

 

Afternoon – The Mill on the Floss: George Eliot’s Provincial Tragedy 

(Professor Chris Baldick, Goldsmiths, University of London) 

George Eliot’s most successful early novel (1860) is also in some respects her most autobiographical. 

It has always provoked from its readers remarkably intense identifications with its heroine, Maggie 



 

Tulliver. We’ll be looking at the ways in which George Eliot attempts to develop a tragic story from 

the frustrations of ‘obscure’ characters in specifically provincial circumstances; and the ways in which 

she guides – and corrects – her readers’ sympathies and judgements. 

 

Day 5  

Morning – Empire Gothic: Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines  

(Professor Roger Luckhurst, Birkbeck College) 

This session will examine Haggard’s best-selling 1885 imperial adventure, which sold in its tens of 

thousands, placing it in the context of Britain’s colonial wars and ambitions in southern Africa at the 

moment when European powers began to scramble for territory on the continent. Using reportage, 

hunting and army memoirs we will aim to get a grip on Haggard’s peculiar combination of excitement 

yet melancholia about the British imperial project in the African interior. 

 

Afternoon – 

 

Session with British Library Lead Curators, Alexandra Ault and Laura Walker  

Alexandra Ault and Laura Walker will present some of the treasures of the British Library’s 

manuscripts collection. 

  

The Detective and the City: The Sign of Four (1890)  

(Dr Emma McEvoy, University of Westminster) 

In this session, we will follow Sherlock Holmes through one of his early adventures, looking at his 

drug use, his street knowledge, and some of the strange houses to which he gains admittance. 

 

We will finish the day with drinks and nibbles.  

 

 
 

Tutors 

 

Emma McEvoy lectures at the University of Westminster.  She has published widely in the fields of 

Romantic and Gothic studies, and is the author of Gothic Tourism (Palgrave, 2016) and co-editor, 

with Catherine Spooner, of the Routledge Companion to Gothic (2007).   

Freya Johnston is a university lecturer and tutorial fellow in English at St Anne’s College Oxford. She 

has published two books on Samuel Johnson (2005 and 2012) and an edition of Jane Austen’s 

Teenage Writings (2017); she is also general editor of The Cambridge Edition of the Novels of 

Thomas Love Peacock, the first two volumes of which appeared in 2016. 

Sally Shuttleworth is Professor of English Literature at the University of Oxford.   She is the author of 

Charlotte Brontë and Victorian Psychology, and has edited Jane Eyre for the Oxford University Press 

World Classics series. 

Simon Avery is Reader in Nineteenth-Century Literature and Culture at the University of Westminster. 

His research focuses predominantly on women's poetry of the long nineteenth century, the 1890s, 

and queer histories and culture. His publications include Elizabeth Barrett Browning (2011), The 

Poems of Mary Coleridge (2010), Thomas Hardy: A Reader's Guide (2009), the Broadview edition of 

The Return of the Native (2013) and Sex, Time and Place: Queer Histories of London, c.1850-the 

present (ed with Katherine M. Graham, 2016).  

Chris Baldick is Professor of English at Goldsmiths, University of London. He has edited The Oxford 

Book of Gothic Tales, and published several works of literary history. 

Roger Luckhurst is a Professor of Modern Literature at Birkbeck College, University of London. He 

works on genre fiction and film. He has edited Science Fiction: A Literary History and The Ghost 



 

 

Stories of M. R. James for the British Library Press. His most recent books are Zombies: A Cultural 

History (2015) and two short books in the British Film Institute series, on The Shining and Alien. 

Alexandra Ault is Lead Curator, Modern Archives and Manuscripts 1601-1850 at the British Library. 

Laura Walker is Lead Curator, Modern Archives and Manuscripts 1850-1950 at the British Library. 

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. Completion of the required advance reading and willingness to participate in group 

discussion will help you get the most from this course. 

 

A full reading list will be sent to participants in advance. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated start time. 

Tea and coffee will be provided at each session. Wine will be provided during the final session. 

 
 


