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The Story of the Novel in Britain 

 
Course Description: 
According to most histories of the form, the novel is a uniquely modern genre, springing into being (in 
England, at least) sometime in the eighteenth century. Despite its short history—if these accounts of 
the form’s novelty are to be believed—the novel has achieved a startling popularity in the face of 
perpetual competition from numerous other (and, in some cases, more novel) modes of edification and 
entertainment. Even in our electronic age, the novel seems to be still going strong. In this class, we will 
read texts by Defoe, Fielding, Austen, Emily Brontë, Woolf, and Waugh in order to explore the history 
of the British novel, seeking to discover both the novel’s origins and the secret of its perpetual 
popularity. We will pay attention to some of the major historical shifts British culture has undergone 
over the past 300 years—the rise of print culture, the spread of universal education, Britain’s shifting 
imperial power—in an attempt to understand which cultural factors might account for the form’s initial 
appearance and subsequent resilience. We will also explore the changing face of the novel during that 
time: the shifting demographics of those who write and read these works and the changing cultural 
status attached to the novel over its history. Finally, we will enquire into the cultural work the novel 
has done—and continues to do—both in British society and throughout the English-speaking world. 
 
Required Texts: 

 Daniel Defoe, Robinson Crusoe (Broadview) 
 Henry Fielding, Joseph Andrews (Broadview) 
 Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice (Broadview) 
 Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights (Norton) 
 Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse (Oxford) 
 Kazuo Ishiguro, The Remains of the Day (Vintage) 

Course Requirements: 

 Reading quizzes 
 In-class essay 
 Research paper (5-7 pages) 
 Final exam 
 Participation 

 


