
ENGLISH 418W: NINETEENTH CENTURY POETRY 

 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
“Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.” So wrote 
Percy Shelley in 1821, hopeful about the capacities of poetry to get at 
the heart of what he called the “spirit of the age.” In this class we will 
explore nature and functions of poetry in the Romantic and Victorian 
periods of Britain in order to better understand the relationship 
between poetry and the “spirit of the age.” We will read this poetry 
closely and critically, unpacking its form and considering its aesthetic, 
social, and even political impacts. How does poetry grapple with 
everything from imagination to industrialization, from the natural 
world to the nation state? How do poets craft new ways to think about 
gender and class in a time of shifting boundaries and new ways to 
explore the relationship between God and humans in a time of 
increased skepticism?  

IMPORTANT INFO.  
 
English 418W  
Dr. Anna Gibson 
Fall 2015 
Location: Fisher Hall 706  
MW 3–4:15PM  
 
Professor Gibson’s Office: 
College Hall 630 
(412) 396-6431 
gibsona@duq.edu  
Office Hours: MW 12:30–
2PM, or by appointment 
 

 
COURSE OBJECTIVES 
 

• Critically read and analyze poetry from nineteenth-century Britain, demonstrating through writing 
and discussion an ability to closely read and interpret these poems. 

• Identify and describe the defining characteristics of Romantic and Victorian poetry, including 
formal elements, thematic concerns, and a relationship to historical events of the nineteenth 
century. 

• Develop and practice close reading skills as a means of literary analysis and demonstrate these skills 
in oral presentation and in written work. 

• Construct an argument about texts in the Romantic and Victorian periods and write a persuasive, 
well-organized, and well-researched paper that contributes to a critical conversation on that topic 
and that is backed up with evidence from a close analysis of poetic form and content. 

 



ASSIGNMENTS 
 
Your assignments in this class will consist of: 
 

- 2 critical essays 
- 2 presentations 
- 1 poetry recitation 
- In-class free-writes and quizzes 
- Active participation in class 

 
Critical Essays 
Two essays (6-7 pages), each of which provides a specific, debatable, and well-supported argument about 
one of the poems on our syllabus with use of close reading of form and content to prove that interpretive 
argument. You will receive more detailed information about writing a strong critical essay in mid-
September, in good time to begin working on your first paper. You will turn in a complete and polished 
first paper by October 7, which I will return to you with a grade and feedback. Based on this feedback you 
will revise this paper and turn in a revision by October 28. For your second paper I will strongly suggest 
that you turn in a 1-page paper proposal or a working thesis to me at least two weeks before Thanksgiving 
for feedback before writing your paper, which will be due on November 30. 
 
Presentations  
Each student will be responsible for two presentations in this class on different days, one brief (about 5-
minute) biography of a poet and one slightly longer (10-15 minute) close reading. 
 
1. Brief Bio: Each student will offer a brief biographical presentation on the poet we are discussing in class. 
In this 5-minute presentation you should briefly summarize significant biographical facts and put the poet in 
the context of his or her time, for instance by discussing his or her relationship with other poets on our 
syllabus and with important historical events or issues. I suggest you also provide a helpful handout on the 
major biographical aspects of your poet’s life and work to help guide you and your peers. 
 
2. Close Reading Leader: Your other presentation will involve leading the class in a careful close reading of 
one of the poems we are discussing in class (or, for a longer poem, one section of the poem). In this 10-15 
minute close reading I will expect you to draw attention not only to the content of the poem, but also its 
formal elements. Remember that close reading is what happens after you have understood what is happening 
in the poem. Although you might find it helpful to summarize the poem before you begin leading the class 
in a close reading, your focus here should be on pointing out and explaining the significance of poetic 
choices (e.g. formal elements like meter, rhyme, sound qualities, language choice). You will find it helpful 
to limit yourself to just a few significant details rather than trying to account for everything. This way you 
can start the discussion going for the rest of the class period. 
 
You will sign up for a day and a poem on Blackboard ahead of time during the second week of classes. If you 
pick a longer poem, you should select a section for your close reading; please let me know in the previous 
class or via email at least two days in advance which section you have chosen to close read.  
 
A note on the format of this presentation: You might decide to talk through your close reading to the class 
or you might encourage participation – that is up to you. However you run this presentation, be sure to 



direct your peers’ attention to the text by referring to specific line numbers so that we can follow along 
with you. Think of yourself as the professor at this point. You are taking over the class and helping the other 
students better understand the significance of certain features in the poem. Feel free to use a slide, the 
whiteboard, or a marked-up handout if you would like to, but this is not necessary.  
 
Free Writes and Quizzes  
Poetry requires careful and attentive reading, and I expect you to take your time reading the poetry for this 
class. I do not like to give factual quizzes to test your memory of specific lines. However, I will give a 
variety of in-class quiz assignments that could include the following: 
 

1. Free Writes: The most common quiz will be a free-write based on an open-ended prompt or 
question. These free writes are designed to do two things. First, they give you the opportunity to 
show me that you have carefully completed the reading for class by mentioning specific details that 
stood out to you as significant as you were reading. For this reason, you need to put your books 
away for these free writes and offer as many details in your response as possible. Second, and more 
importantly, free writes give you the opportunity to generate your own written thoughts about one 
or more of the poems we will be discussing that day. This can be very helpful for students who find 
it difficult to talk in class, because it gives you a chance to formulate your thoughts before we begin 
discussion.  

2. Quizzes on poetic terms: In order to analyze and talk about poetry, you need to learn some of the 
most important poetic and literary terms. I will give you a list of many of these terms early in the 
semester, and we will talk about some of these as we encounter them in poems. I expect you to 
learn the meanings of these terms, and so we will sometimes have quizzes asking you to define or 
identify terms and their meanings. 

3. Contextualize and Explain: In some cases I will give you a stanza or a few lines of poetry from our 
reading and ask you some questions about its meaning, context, and/or formal features. 
 

I will grade each quiz and free write on a 10-point scale. Quizzes and free writes will not be announced in 
advance. They will always take place at the beginning of class and last for approximately 7-10 minutes. If 
you come late to class you run the risk of missing a quiz or free write. There will be no make-ups offered, 
but I will drop the single lowest grade.  
 
Recitation 
Poetry recitation was a common experience in the nineteenth century, and towards the end of the century 
British schoolchildren were frequently required to memorize and recite poems. We will try our hand at this 
Victorian experience by each memorizing and reciting one nineteenth-century British poem for the class.  
 
You should pick a poem that we have not discussed together in this class. This poem should be one written 
by a nineteenth-century British poet; it can certainly be by one of the poets on our syllabus. It should be at 
least 14 lines long (and probably no more than about 40 lines). You must let me know which poem you are 
reciting before Thanksgiving break. You can find full texts of many nineteenth-century British poems 
online. You should memorize this poem so that you can recite it without a script.  
 
Recitation is about memorizing and internalizing a poem and conveying its meaning to your audience 
through your language. A well-recited poem will be accurately memorized, carefully paced (not rushed), 
and confidently delivered. Consider your volume, posture, intonation, and rhythm. In a strong recitation 
the meaning of the poem will be clearly conveyed to your audience, which means you need to spend time 



carefully reading, understanding, and analyzing your chosen poem as well as memorizing it. Tone, 
meaning, allusions, and themes are all captured by a performance.  
 
Preparation and Participation 
This is a discussion-based class in which we all need to contribute our thoughts, readings, and questions. 
You need to actively read your assignments, which means annotating your reading as you go and coming to 
class prepared with your annotated reading and with questions and topics for discussion.  
 
ASSESSMENT 
 
Some important points about grades: 
 
• Grades are not negotiable.  
• You must turn in all work to pass this class. 
• I do not discuss grades via email. This is for privacy 

reasons and because it is much more productive to 
discuss these matters in person. I am happy to talk 
to you about any aspect of your learning experience 
in the class, including concerns about assessment, in 
person. Just make an appointment with me or come 
to my office hours. 

• If you are concerned about your performance in the 
class or with any of the assignments, please do come 
talk to me as early as possible. There is not much I 
can do to help you if you come to me the week 
before the final paper is done to ask me how to get 
an A if you have a B- average. If you have particular 
concerns about writing or presentations, talk to me 
about these things early in the semester so that I can 
help you develop strategies and direct you to useful 
resources. 

 
COURSE POLICIES  
 
Overview of Expectations: I expect you to come to class prepared and having read and thought about the 
assigned material. Please arrive on time, remain in the room during class (e.g. if possible, please try to use 
the bathroom before class), and remain attentive during the class (no working on material for other classes 
or reading other texts and no use of electronic devices). I also expect you to participate in class discussions 
so that we are all engaged in the learning process. However, please refrain from side-conversations with 
your neighbors. I expect you to be respectful of your peers and your professor.  
 
Attendance: You are expected to attend all class meetings, to complete all reading and written assignments 
and quizzes, and to participate in class discussions. Attendance involves more than filling a seat; it means 
being on time and attentive in class. More than 3 absences WILL result in a lower final grade (half a letter 
grade for each absence after three, for example from a B to a B-). If this is likely to be a challenge for you, 

GR A DE  DI STR I B UT IO N S  
 
Paper 1 Draft   5% 
Paper 1 Revised   20% 
Paper 2    20% 
Class Presentations  15%  
Free-Writes and Quizzes 20% 
Class Participation  15% 
Recitation:   5% 
 
LET TE R S T O NU M BE R S 
 
A 96  B- 83 
A- 93  C+ 80 
B+ 90  C 76 
B 86  C- 73 

etc.
… 



please talk to me at the beginning of the semester. Latenesses will be added up on the same principle. I will 
take attendance at the beginning of the session, and any free writes/quizzes will also take place at the 
beginning of class. If you miss a class for some reason it is your responsibility to catch up on missed material 
by contacting a classmate. During the first week you should share contact information with two of your 
peers (space is provided on the syllabus to do this). If work is due on a day you miss class, you must still 
turn in that work by the due date. 
 
Meetings/Contacting Me: I am very happy to discuss any aspect of this class with you during my office 
hours or by appointment. My office is College Hall 630. It is my policy not to discuss grades via email (see 
above). If you have any question about your progress in the class I am very happy to discuss this with you, 
but you will need to set up a meeting to discuss this with me in person. Please do feel free to make an 
appointment or come to my office hours to talk with me. 
 
Extensions and Late Papers: Please contact me as far in advance as possible if you need more time for an 
assignment because of a crisis, illness, or family emergency. I will grant one extension, due one class session 
after the assigned due date, if you contact me at least 48 hours before the due date with a request for an 
extension. Additional late assignments will not be accepted. 
 
Format for Writing Assignments: Standard 1-inch margins, double-spaced unless otherwise prompted, 12-
point standard font. Please include page numbers on each page and put your name and a paper title on the 
front page.  
 
Electronics: Unless I let you know in advance that you will be able to use a personal laptop/tablet for a 
specific reason, please put all of your electronics away during class. You can take notes on paper. Turn off 
your cell phone before you come to class. If I find you texting or using a cell phone in this class I will either 
ask you to leave the room, which means you will miss important material and attendance, or I will note 
your phone use in my attendance sheet without letting you know I am doing so. Three instances of phone 
use in class will result in one point lower final letter grade (from an A- to a B-). I am serious about this; put 
away your phones. If you have a special circumstance (e.g. a sick child; a family member in the hospital) and 
need your phone with you for a particular class, talk to me about this before class begins. 
 
Disability: Students who feel they may have a disability that requires special accommodation should contact 
me privately by the second week of the class. If the disability is not yet officially documented, contact the 
Office of Freshman Development and Special Student Services, 309 Student Union, 412-396-6658. 
 
Academic Integrity and Plagiarism: Plagiarism – whether deliberate or inadvertent – will be reported and 
will impact your grade in this class. Ignorance of the conventions of academic writing is not an excuse for 
plagiarism, so it is your responsibility to learn what constitutes plagiarism and how to properly cite the 
work of others. 
 
The Student Handbook defines plagiarism as follows: “Plagiarism includes, but is not limited to, the use, 
whether by summary, paraphrase, or direct quotation of the published or unpublished work or specific ideas 
of a person without full and clear acknowledgment. It also includes the use of material prepared by another 
person or agency engaged in selling of term papers or other academic materials.” This means plagiarism 
includes taking ideas from SparkNotes or Schmoop and presenting them as your own. It includes 
reproducing ideas and/or language you find on a website or in a book without citing your source and clearly 
indicating which ideas are your own and which came from another person. There is NO excuse for 



plagiarism and it will be reported. If in doubt, cite your source. Remember that this is an issue of honesty 
and integrity.  
 
Come to see me or visit the Writing Center if you are using outside sources and are not sure whether or not 
your incorporation of the material is fair use. Start writing your essays well in advance and consult with me 
if you are having trouble interpreting an assignment. You will most likely fail the course if you plagiarize.  
 
WHAT YOU CAN EXPECT FROM ME  
 
- I will be available and very happy to discuss any aspect of this class with you during my office hours 

and by appointment. Please do feel free to come to see me.  
- I will return all written work that you turn in to me on time within one week of receiving it. 
- I will be available to answer questions about the course via email. During the week, you can expect 

a response within 24 hours (if you haven’t heard from me by then, please feel free to email again). 
On the weekends you can expect a response from me by Monday at noon. 

 
 

MY NOTES  
 

CONTACT DETAILS FOR TWO 
CLASSMATES 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 



TENTATIVE SCHEDULE 
 

MON. 8/24: INTRODUCTION 
Romantic and Victorian Poetry Intro 
Wordsworth & Arnold 
 
WEDS. 8/26: WILLIAM WORDSWORTH 
“What is a Poem” chapter (strongly recommended) 
Preface to Lyrical Ballads 
“Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey”  
 
MON. 8/31: WILLIAM WORDSWORTH 
Excerpt from The Prelude 
“She Dwelt Among the Untrodden Ways” 
“Composed Upon Westminster Bridge” 
“London, 1802” 
“My heart leaps up” 
“I wandered lonely as a cloud” 
“Strange fits of passion I have known” 
 
WEDS. 9/2: SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE 
“Kubla Khan” 
 “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” 
 
Labor Day: No Class on Monday 
 
WEDS. 9/9: PERCY SHELLEY 
“Mont Blanc” 
“Ozymandias” 
 
MON. 9/14: JOHN KEATS 
“The Eve of St. Agnes” 
 “La Belle Dame Sans Merci” 
“Ode on Melancholy” 
 “Ode to a Grecian Urn” 
 
WEDS. 9/16: LORD BYRON 
Excerpts from Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage  
 
MON. 9/21: FELICIA DOROTHEA HEMENS AND 
LETITIA ELIZABETH LANDON 
Hemens, “England’s Dead”  
Hemens, “Casabianca”  
Hemens, “The Homes of England” 
Landon, “Love’s Last Lesson” 
Landon, “Lines of Life” 
 

��  
 
 

WEDS. 9/23: ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON 
“Mariana” 
“The Palace of Art” 
“The Lady of Shalott” 
 
MON. 9/28: ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON 
 “Ulysses” 
“In Memoriam” (Epilogue and Cantos 1-70) 
 
WEDS. 9/30: ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON 
“In Memoriam” (Cantos 71-140) 
 
MON. 10/5: ROBERT BROWNING 
“Porphyria’s Lover”  
“My Last Duchess” 
“Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came” 
 
WEDS. 10/7: ROBERT BROWNING 
“Fra Lippo Lippi”  
“Caliban Upon Setebos” 
 

�  Paper 1 Due 10/7 �  
 
MON. 10/12: ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 
“The Cry of the Children” 
Sonnets from the Portuguese 
 
WEDS. 10/14: ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING AND 
COVENTRY PATMORE 
Patmore, “The Angel in the House” excerpts 
Browning, Aurora Leigh  
 
MON 10/19: ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 
Aurora Leigh 
 
WEDS. 10/21: MATTHEW ARNOLD 
Preface to the First Edition of Poems 
“The Function of Criticism at the Present Time” 
“Dover Beach” 
 
MON. 10/26: GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS 
“God’s Grandeur” 
“Pied Beauty” 
“As Kingfishers Catch Fire” 
 “The Windhover” 
“Hurrahing in Harvest” 
“Carrion Comfort” 
 “Spelt from Sibyl’s Leaves” 



 
Author’s Preface 
“Poetry and Verse” 
 
WEDS. 10/28: DANTE GABRIEL ROSSETTI 
“My Sister’s Sleep”  
“The Blessed Damozel” 
 “Jenny” 
Buchanan, “The Fleshly School of Poetry” 
 

�  Revised Paper 1 Due 10/28 �  
 
MON. 11/2: CHRISTINA ROSSETTI 
“Goblin Market” 
 
WEDS. 11/4: CHRISTINA ROSSETTI 
Carpenter article on “Goblin Market” 
 
MON. 11/9: WILLIAM MORRIS 
“Defense of Guenevere” 
 
WEDS. 11/11 CHARLES ALGERNON SWINBURNE 
“Laus Veneris” 
“Itylus” 
“The Garden of Proserpine” 

 
MON. 11/16 THOMAS HARDY 
“Hap” 
“Neutral Tones” 
“A Broken Appointment” 
“The Darkling Thrush” 
“The Self Unseeing” 
“Afterwards” 
 
WEDS. 11/18: AUGUSTA WEBSTER 
“Circe” 
 
Thanksgiving Break 
 
MON. 11/30: “MICHAEL FIELD” 
Selected poems 
 

�  Paper 2 Due 11/30 �  
 
WEDS. 12/2: RECITATIONS AND WRAP UP 
 
MON. 12/7: RECITATIONS AND WRAP UP 
 
 

 
 
 


