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ENL 4650/MLS 5010:  
The Fallen Woman 

 
The nineteenth century saw heated debates about changing gender roles and the “proper” sphere of 
both women and men.  Women’s sexuality was the object of acute cultural pressure and legislative 
regulation.  The figure of the fallen woman, in particular, became a focus for contemporary anxieties 
about marriage, motherhood, the family, and the role of women—and men—in society.  
 
This course will examine the figure of the fallen woman (as well as her converse, the faithful wife 
and mother), throughout the nineteenth century in fiction, poetry, paintings, and opera.  Art and 
literature provide critical insight into the gender ideology and sexual mores of the period.  Through 
the representation of women’s bodies we will diagnose cultural anxieties about respectability, 
domesticity, purity, chastity, marriage, and inheritance and consider the figure of the fallen woman as 
a critical intersection between ideologies of gender, race, and class.   
 
Although the course is rooted in the nineteenth century, throughout the semester we will consider 
how the historical representation of women’s sexuality in western culture resonates in our own 
cultural moment and reverberates in twenty-first century depictions of women’s bodies.  
 

 
Pippa Passing Close to Loose Women, Elizabeth Siddal, 1854 (Ashmolean Museum, Oxford) 

 



Course Objectives:  
 
Over the course of the semester you will: 

• Read and discuss poems, novels, paintings, and opera from the nineteenth century. 
• Examine the representation of women’s gender and sexuality in diverse nineteenth-century 

texts. 
• Theorize the cultural and aesthetic implications of the fallen woman and her converse, the 

angel in the house.   
• Perform close readings of multiple genres of literary and artistic texts from the nineteenth 

century. 
• Analyze significant examples of contemporary feminist criticism of the nineteenth century.  
• Conduct historical research on women’s lives in the nineteenth century. 
• Produce written works of literary criticism that offer original, interesting arguments for an 

audience of your peers. 
• Discuss, Debate, Grapple, Struggle. 

 
Required Texts (available at the UDM bookstore): 
 

Ruth by Elizabeth Gaskell 
Oxford World’s Classics, New Edition 
9780199581955 
 
Adam Bede by George Eliot 
Oxford World’s Classics, New Edition 
9780199203475 
 
Madame Bovary by Gustave Flaubert 
Oxford World’s Classics 
9780199535651 
 
Tess of the D’urbervilles by Thomas Hardy 
Oxford World’s Classics, New Edition 
9780199537051 

 
Grade Distribution: 
 

20%--Participation, Class Activities, Painting Presentations 
30%--Response Papers 
30%--Essay 
20%--Historical Context PechaKucha 

 
Participation: 
 

English courses depend on the active, engaged participation of every student.  Accordingly, 
participation accounts for a significant portion of your final grade.  You should plan on 
speaking during every class period, bringing your questions, ideas, and insights to bear on our 
conversations about the readings.  Your grade will be based on the frequency and the 
thoughtfulness of your participation.   

 
 



Reading: 
 

The reading load for this class is heavy; you need to carve out significant time in your 
schedule in order to complete the texts assigned for each day and give thoughtful reflection 
to your readings.  Take thorough notes as you read, both in the margins of your text 
(marginalia) and on paper or a reading journal.  Always bring the day’s reading and your 
notes with you to class and come prepared with ideas and questions from your reading.  All 
LORE readings must be printed and brought to class. 
 
A reader and writer of average speed will need to commit 10 hours a week or more to 
the class outside of class time.  This might feel like a lot (the average 20 to 24 year old 
reads 10.2 minutes a day on weekends and weekends), but keep in mind that the benefits of 
sustained reading of literary texts are multifold!  Reading relieves stress, makes up more 
empathetic, keeps your mind and memory sharp, and other stuff. 

 
Discussion Papers: 
 

You will write three 450-600 word discussion papers that respond to our readings and  
facilitate class discussion. These responses will be completed by Monday morning  

  at 9:30 and distributed to other members of your group as part of their reading  
assignment.  Your group will take the lead in class discussion that week. 

 
Group Meetings: 
 

Your group will meet at least five times during the semester: during the first week to prepare 
your painting presentation, before each class that your group is responsible for leading 
discussion, and towards the end of the semester to discuss your evolving papers.   
 

Essay: 
 
You will develop one of your discussion papers into an 8-10 page essay that engages in 
scholarly conversation with other literary critics.  Detailed guidelines will be offered later in 
the semester. 

 
Historical Context Presentation:   
 

Each of you will create a PechaKucha style presentation on a particular aspect of women’s 
lives in the nineteenth century—for example, the doctrine of “separate spheres,” laws of 
coverture, fashion and leisure time, the representation of women in advertising or visual 
culture, nursing or wet nurses, women’s work, prostitution, the Contagious Diseases Acts, 
legislative changes related to divorce and custody, venereal disease, or birth control.  
Through presentations students will create a shared understanding of the historical and 
cultural context of our literary readings. 

 
 
Group 1: 
Tinesha Allen 
Rachel Wozniak  
Allen Gray 
 

Group 2:  
Hannah Reiter 
Shelby Whale 
Mianna Gonczar 
Blake Armstrong 

Group 3:  
Patrick Redigan 
Stephanie Turk 
Moira Finn 
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Schedule of Readings and Assignments 
The assigned readings might change as the semester progresses and additional readings will be announced in class. 
 
September 1st 

 
Introductions.   
What views of women’s sexuality have we inherited?  What does it mean to fall? 
 
Poetry:   

“The Angel in the House,” excerpt, Coventry Patmore (1854)  
 
Paintings and Photography: 
 
“The Angel in the House” 

 
 “Blue and White,” Louise Jopling (1896) 

 
“Emily Augusta Patmore”, John Everett Millais (1851) 

 
“The Angel in the House,” Julia Margaret Cameron (1872) 

 
“The Sinews of Old England,” George Elgar Hicks (1857) 
 
“Many Happy Returns of the Day,” William Powell Frith (1856) 
 
“I wait,” Julia Margaret Cameron (1872) 

 
“Of bridegrooms, brides, and of their bridal cakes”1 
 

“Changing Homes,” George Elgar Hicks (1862) 
 
“The Wedding Morning,” John H. F. Bacon (1892) 
 
“The Health of the Bride,” Stanhope Forbes (1889) 

 
“Guide of Childhood, Companion of Manhood, and Comfort of Old Age”2  
 

“Woman’s Mission,” George Elgar Hicks (1863) 
 
 “Portrait of Mrs. James Leathart and Three of Her Children,” Arthur Hughes, 1863-1865 
 
 “Mother and Child,” George Elgar Hicks (unknown) 

 
“The Young Mother,” Charles West Cope (1845) 
 
“An Anxious Hour,” Mrs. Alexander Farmer (1865) 
 
“Master Baby,” William Quiller Orchardson (1886) 

                                                
1 From Robert Herrick’s poem “The Argument of His Book.”  
2 The description of Hicks’s triptych “Woman’s Mission.” 
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“The Soldier’s Wife,” George Smith (1878) 
 
“Mrs. Hicks, Mary, Rosa, and Elgar,” George Elgar Hicks (1857) 

 
“Death is a fearful thing.  And shamed life is hateful.”3 

 
“Awakening Conscience,” William Holman Hunt (1853) 
 

September 8th—Read Course Policies 
 
Painting Presentations: 

Everyone: “Take Your Son, Sir!,” Ford Madox Brown (1851-1892) 
Queries:  What is happening in the scene?  How does Brown use the mirror? 
What do you make of the foregrounding of the woman and baby compared to the 
man’s small reflection?   
How does the title contribute to your understanding of the painting? 
How do you read the man’s hand gesture?  What is his response? 
How do you interpret the halo imagery and the painting’s allusion to the Pietà?   
What about the woman’s outfit?  Her skin tone? 
Why do you think you only see the domestic interior in mirror? 
What is the white fabric on the right?  Is something behind it? 
 
Given all this, what cultural attitudes do you think the painter is reflecting or 
critiquing with the scene? 

 
Group 1:  “Found,” Dante Gabriel Rossetti (c. 1853/1859-1881) 
Group 2:  “Broken Vows,” Philip Hermogenes Calderon (1856) 
Group 3:  “The Outcast,” Richard Redgrave (1851) 

 
Fiction (novella):   

Lizzie Leigh, Elizabeth Gaskell (1855) 
 

Poetry: 
“London,” William Blake (1794) 
 

Painting: 
“Claudio and Isabella,” William Holman Hunt (1850) 
 

Criticism: 
“Why Women Fell: Representing the Sexual Lapse in Mid-Victorian Art (1850-1865),”  
Jessica Webb  (Excerpt, 1-6) 

 
September 15th 

 
Group 1 Discussion Papers 
 
Fiction: 
                                                
3 From Shakespeare’s play Measure for Measure, inscribed by William Holman Hunt on the frame of 
“Claudio and Isabella”  
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Ruth, Volume I, 1-119 
 
Poetry:   

“The Song of the Shirt,” Thomas Hood (1843) 
 
Paintings:   

“The Sempstress,” Richard Redgrave (1846) 
 

“For only one short hour,” Anna Blunden (1854) 
  

“The Song of the Shirt,” Frank Holl (1875) 
 
September 22nd 
Group 2 Discussion Papers 
 
Criticism:   

“Marry, Stitch, Die, or Do Worse,” Deborah Anna Logan 
 
Fiction: 

Ruth, Volume II, 120-248 
 
Poetry:  

“The Reverie of Poor Susan,” William Wordsworth (1798) 
 
Paintings: 

“Thoughts of the Past,” John Roddam Spencer Stanhope, 1859 
 

“The Gate of Memory,” Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1857) 
 
“Too Late,” William Lindsay Windus (1858) 

 
September 29th  
Group 3 Discussion Papers 
 
Fiction: 

Ruth, Volume III, 249-369 
 
Poetry: 

“Found Drowned,” Thomas Hood  
“The Bridge of Sighs,” Thomas Hood 

 
“The Woodman’s Daughter,” Coventry Patmore 

 
Paintings: 

“Past and Present,” Augustus Egg (1858) 
 
G. F. Watts: “Found Drowned” (1849-50) 
 
Abraham Solomon: “Drowned, Drowned!” 
 
“The Woodman’s Daugher,” John Everett Millais (1851) 
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“Glad to death’s mystery, swift to be hurt / Anywhere out of the world!,” Gustave Dore 
(1871) 
 

 Illustrations from The Favourite Poems of Thomas Hood with Illustrations by Doré. 
 
“Alone in London,” Thomas Graham (1904) 

 
October 6th 
Group 1 Discussion Papers 
 
Opera 

Screening of La Traviata, The Fallen Woman; Class runs to 8:00 
 
Poetry: 

Goblin Market, Christina Rossetti 
“In An Artist’s Studio,” Christina Rossetti 

 
Paintings: 

Visual depictions of Goblin’s Market 
 
Fiction: 

Start reading Adam Bede 
 
October 13th: Fall Reading Break 
 
October 20th 
Group 2 Discussion Papers 
 
Fiction: 

Adam Bede, Books First, Second, and Third, 1-262 
 

Painting: 
 Alfred Elmore, “On the Brink” (1865) 
 
Poetry: 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti, “Jenny” 1869 
 
October 27th 
Group 3 Discussion Papers 
 
Fiction: 

Adam Bede, Book Four and half of Book Five, 263-381 
 

Poetry:   
Augusta Webster, “A Castaway” 1870 

  
November 3rd 
Group 1 Discussion Papers 
 
Fiction: 



 8 

Adam Bede, half of Book Five, Book Six, Epilogue, 382-483 
 
Painting: 

Emma Brownlow,” “The Foundling Restored to Its Mother” 
 
Poetry:   

Amy Levy, “Magdalen” 1884 
 

November 10th 
Group 2 Discussion Papers 
  
Fiction: 

Madame Bovary, 1-154 
 
November 17th 
Group 3 Discussion Papers 
  
Fiction: 

Madame Bovary, 154-311 
 
November 24th 
  
Fiction: 

Tess of the D’Urbervilles, Phase the First through Third, 1-168 
 

Poetry: 
“The Ruined Maid,” Thomas Hardy 

 
December 1st 
 
Fiction: 

Tess of the D’Urbervilles, Phase the Fourth and Fifth, 169-322 
 
Modern Reverberations:  

“Professions for Women,” Virginia Woolf (1931) 
 
December 8th 

 
Fiction: 

Tess of the D’Urbervilles, Phase the Sixth and Seventh, 323-420 
 
December 15th: Final Essay Due 


