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Victorian Spirits 

 
Course Description: 
Victorian literature is preoccupied with spirits and the supernatural. In this seminar, we will explore the 
nineteenth-century fascination with ghosts, the occult and their relation to views on the mind. 
Victorians questioned whether occult experiences should be regarded as supernatural or instead 
naturalized as projections of the unconscious mind or optical delusions or, alternatively, understood as 
demonstrating scientific phenomena not yet comprehended. Examining the historical context, we will 
take up topics such as new conceptions of the mind, science’s relationship to the occult, the spiritualist 
movement, the formation of the Society for Psychical Research, the development of psychiatry, 
anthropological approaches to the supernatural, and fads such as spirit photography. In considering 
how those cultural interests informed the fiction of the period, we will discuss the Gothic, ghost fiction, 
haunted minds, insanity, and conceptions of the self. We will also think about the representation of 
consciousness in fiction (both of characters and narrators), as Victorians rethought the idea of the 
“ghost in the machine” in response to the emergence of mental science. We will read realist novels that 
flirt with the supernatural and some short fiction, which will allow us to sample the work of most of the 
notable fiction writers of the period. Attention to the Victorian’s concern with the occult, spiritualism, 
and psychical study has been important to literary and cultural studies of the period, so we will also 
take a look at some recent criticism. 
 
Required Texts: 

 Emily Bronte, Wuthering Heights 
 Charlotte Bronte, Villette 
 Charles Dickens, Complete Ghost Stories (The Haunted Man, etc.) 
 George Eliot, “The Lifted Veil” 
 Henry James, Ghost Stories of Henry James (The Turn of the Screw, etc.) 
 Robert Louis Stevenson, The Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde 
 Stories by Grant Allen, Wilkie Collins, Arthur Conan Doyle, Elizabeth Gaskell, Thomas Hardy, 

Rudyard Kipling, Vernon Lee, Sheridan Le Fanu, H. G. Wells, and Oscar Wilde 
 Excerpts from the Papers of the Society for Psychical Research and some short pieces 

written by Victorian psychologists 
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Criticism: selections from 

 Bown, Burdett, and Thurshwell, The Victorian Supernatural 
 Roger Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy: 1870–1901 
 Shane McCorristine, Spectres of the Self 
 Janet Oppenheim, The Other World: Spiritualism and Psychical Research in England 

Course Requirements: 
There will be one long essay (which will require a paper proposal) (paper length:17-25 pages, due at 
the end of the semester); a seminar presentation (roughly 30 minutes); and five sets of questions on 
the readings. 
 
Grades: 
Final grade will be based on 

 Essay - 55% 
 Course participation - 15% 
 Seminar presentation - 15% 
 Question sets - 15% 

 


