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Victorian Period Qualifying Exam Reading List 

 
This is an incomplete first draft of what will, I hope, become a reading list that affords me a 
better understanding of the Victorian period. This list aims to be both a broad 
representation of Victorian writing mostly through the novel format, but also a selection of 
poetry, non-fiction, along with period and modern criticism. I want my list to address two 
main points: first, any gaps in my own knowledge of Victorian literature and the culture at 
large; second, the list should reflect significant genres/themes of that literature. To this end, 
then, I have identified the Bildungsroman/sensation, industrial/social commentary, and 
supernatural/Gothic novels as representative of important genres. Also, the works that 
appear in the are selected so as to complement my specialist topics in Victorian sexualities, 
science, and queerness. The same thought processes were used in generating the non-fiction, 
poetry, and criticism sections of this list. In these three fields I attempt to fashion a general 
sense of Victorian debates and culture with a focus toward my selected topics. While not 
neglecting the overall period, I have included works that speak to noteworthy popular 
debates that have resonance with my topics. I have tried to ensure that there is a synergy 
between the fiction and criticism on the list as well as the poetry and non-fiction portions, 
though these latter are of less significance to my general period study. The poetry and non-
fiction sections, in particular, require more time and research in order to complete my task.  
 
NOVELS 
This list may be too long and need some pruning as well as streamlining of genre classification. I have tried 
with this list to cover what I see as major literary movements in the Victorian novel as well as those that will 
sustain my interest while building my knowledge of the period.  
 
Bildungsroman/Sensation Novels 
Brontë, Charlotte.  Jane Eyre and Villette 
Brontë, Emily.  Wuthering Heights 
Braddon, Mary Elizabeth. Lady Audley’s Secret. 
Broughton, Rhoda. Not Wisely But Too Well.  
Collins, Wilkie. The Woman in White and The Moonstone. 
Dickens, Charles.  David Copperfield, Bleak House, Great Expectations.  
Reade, Charles. Hard Cash, It Is Never Too Late to Mend (social critique on 
punishment/insanity) 
Wood, Mrs. Ellen.  East Lynne. 
Ouida (Maria Louise de la Rameé). Under Two Flags. (homosocial/erotic) 
 
Supernatural/Gothic Novels 
Stoker, Bram.  Dracula. 
Wilde, Oscar.  Dorian Gray. 
Du Maurier, George. Trilby 
Stevenson, Robert Louis.  Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. 
Wells, H. G. The Island of Dr. Moreau. 
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Brontë, Charlotte. Villette. 
Shelley, Mary. Frankenstein. 
LeFanu, Sheridan. Carmilla and Uncle Silas. 
 
Industrial Novels 
Gaskell, Elizabeth.  North and South and Mary Barton. 
Dickens, Charles. Hard Times. 
Disraeli, Benjamin. Sybil. 
Eliot, George. The Mill on the Floss. 
Kingsley, Charles.  Alton Locke. 
 
Social Commentary and Satire 
Abbott, Edwin. Flatland.  
Bulwer-Lytton, Edward. The Coming Race. 
Butler, Samuel. Erewhon and The Way of All Flesh.  
Conrad, Joseph.  The Heart of Darkness.  
Dickens, Charles. Little Dorrit, Our Mutual Friend.  
Disraeli, Benjamin. Tancred.  
Eliot, George. Middlemarch (social critique), Daniel Deronda.  
Gissing, George. The Odd Woman.  
Grand, Sarah.  The Heavenly Twins.  
Haggard, Henry Rider.  King Solomon’s Mines. 
Hardy, Thomas.  The Return of the Native, The Mayor of Casterbridge, Tess of the D’Urbervilles, Jude 
the Obscure. 
Huysmans, Joris-Karl. A Rebours.  
Kingsley, Charles. The Water Babies.  
Moore, George.  Esther Waters.  
Morris, William.  News from Nowhere. 
Thackeray, William Makepeace. Vanity Fair.  
Trollope, Anthony.  The Way We Live Now. 
Wells, H. G.  The Time Machine. 
Zangwill, Israel. Children of the Ghetto. 
 
NON-FICTION 
I don’t feel that this list encompasses all that I need it to in regards to many aspects of Victorian literature 
and culture. It is, however, a start that covers a few important themes such as criticism, race, and gender.  
 
Arnold, Matthew. “On the Modern Element in Literature”; “The Function of Criticism at 
the Present Time”; “Hebraism and Hellenism”.  
 
Browning, Robert. “Essay on Shelley”.  
 
Carlyle, Thomas. “Signs of the Times”; “Occasional Discourse on the Nigger Question”; 
Latter Day Pamphlets - “The Present Time”, “Model Prisons”. 
 
Darwin, Charles. On the Origin of Species; The Descent of Man. 
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Eliot, George (Mary Ann Evans). “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists”; “The Progress of the 
Intellect”.  
 
Mill, John Stuart. Utilitarianism; On Liberty.  
 
Morris, William. How We Live and How We Might Live.  
 
Oliphant, Margaret. “Sensation Novels”.  
 
Pater, Walter. The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Literature. 
 
Ruskin, John. The Stones of Venice; “Work”.  
 
Symons, Arthur. The Symbolist Movement in Literature.  
 
Wilde, Oscar. “The Soul of Man Under Socialism”; “The Decay of Lying”; De Profundis  
 
POETRY 
The second section of my list that is fairly incomplete. It is mostly composed of poems that interest me and/or 
are recognized canonical works. Also, I don’t like poetry that much. 
 
Arnold, Matthew. “The Buried Life”.  
 
Browning, Elizabeth Barrett. “Aurora Leigh”.  
 
Browning, Robert. “Porphyria’s Lover”; “Love Among the Ruins”; “A Grammarian’s 
Funeral”; “Rabbi Ben Ezra”  
 
Hopkins, Gerard Manley. “God’s Grandeur”; “Spring”; “The Windhover”; “Pied Beauty”; 
“The Handsome Heart”; “Spring and Fall”; “To What Serves Mortal Beauty?”; “Spelt from 
Sibyl's Leaves”; “Thou Art Indeed Just, Lord”. 
 
Rossetti, Christina. “The Goblin Market”.  
 
Swinburne, Charles Algernon. “The Leper”; “The Garden of Proserpine”; “Before the 
Mirror”; “A Forsaken Garden”; “A Ballad of Dreamland”; “Sonnet for a Picture” 
 
Tennyson, Alfred Lord. “The Charge of the Light Brigade”; “The Lady of Shallott”; “In 
Memoriam”  
 
GENERAL CRITICISM 
In this section I have included under many of the works some introductory justification for each title. Because 
I am not familiar with many of the works on this list, I have relied on scholarly reviews to inform my decision 
to place them here. I question the wisdom of putting some of the older texts on the list since the field seems to 
have moved away from the more generalized and broad scholarship seemingly offered by defining texts from the 
mid twentieth-century.  
 
Anderson, Amanda. The Powers of Distance: Cosmopolitanism and the Cultivation of Detachment 
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Gender/feminist grounding moving into narrative of nationalism and 
cosmopolitanism. Readings given of Charlotte Brontë’s Villette in terms of 
domesticity and gender; Dickens’ Little Dorrit and cosmopolitanism; a ‘revisiting’ of 
Matthew Arnold; George Eliot and the Jewish question; and Wilde and detachment. 
Looks like a psychoanalytical text, but could prove useful for readings of these texts.  
 
Beer, Gillian. Darwin's Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century 
Fiction 
Insights into, obviously, Darwin’s influence on plots in nineteenth-century fiction 
with a focus on Eliot and Hardy. Beer gives readings of Daniel Deronda through The 
Descent of Man and Kingsley’s The Water Babies. This book will also be useful in parsing 
Darwin’s own writing since it appears to give readings of his own works.  
 
Altick, Richard D. The English Common Reader 
Upon reading some reviews of this decidedly older text (1958), it seems that it may 
not be of much use to my purposes but that it is nevertheless a foundational text in 
Victorian Studies. It seems like its subject’s scope is broad and attempts to trace the 
history of the ‘social reading class’ by referring as far back as Caxton. I am 
ambivalent about such a generalized work, but it may be worth having if only to 
know it. 
 
Marcus, Steven. The Other Victorians 
As with Altick’s The English Common Reader, this text is another defining text but not 
necessarily in Victorian Studies as a whole discipline. This text belongs, perhaps, 
more on the theoretical/sexuality list but it may be useful as a general critical text for 
the fact that it was the first to question the role of sex and sexuality in Victorian 
England and the established opinions by examining pornography and other kinds of 
underground texts. Including a detailed analysis of My Secret Life which treats it, as 
one reviewer put it, as an “established case history” so that he spends a great deal of 
time arguing that it is an authentic piece of, not only literature, but also sexual fact of 
Victorian Britain.  
 
Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. Between Men 
Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. Epistemology of the Closet 
A defining text in the discipline of male homosociality and gender studies in the 
Victorian novel. Sedgwick’s work concerns itself with power relations between 
genders, especially between men (obviously), and reads those through Victorian 
mores and characterizations of male friendship — what she terms ‘homosociality’ — 
and what is at stake once sex is introduced into such relationships. I think this book 
should be on any general critical reading list for the Victorian period, regardless of its 
self-admitted limitations.  
 
Said, Edward W. Orientalism 
Said, Edward. Culture and Imperialism  
It makes sense that these two Said works would be included in a Victorian criticism 
reading list. His look back at the history of his three subjects serves as a modern 
cultural critique in addition to giving useful readings of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and 
Austen’s Mansfield Park among other canonical western works in a discussion of the 
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ways a system of domination took hold by way of imagination rather than simply 
force.  
 
Armstrong, Nancy. Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel 
More strong gender criticism especially on the role of women represented in the 
novels of the nineteenth-century.  
 
Gilmour, Robin. The Victorian Period: The Intellectual and Cultural Context of English, Literatures, 
1830-1890  
Historical and cultural criticism. I have not yet read any reviews of this work. I think 
it ought to be a useful general text, however.  
 
Brantlinger, Patrick. Rule of Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism  
A historical complement to Said’s work, perhaps? If nothing else this work seems to 
give detailed readings of Heart of Darkness and looks at what the author calls ‘Imperial 
Gothic’ in the British adventure novel.  
 
Gallagher, Catherine. The Industrial Reformation of English Fiction 
With the industrial novel a large part of the period, it makes sense to have 
industrialist criticism.  
 
Houghton, Walter. The Victorian Frame of Mind 
I fear this book is too general in its criticism of the “Victorian” frame of mind. I 
mean, this is a lofty topic for any single volume. It might, however, be a good 
introductory text that gives ideas about the various “frames” of mind that the title 
and table of contents point to (emotional attitudes, intellectual attitudes, moral 
attitudes - as per the book’s table of contents).  
 
Mitchell, Sally, ed. Victorian Britain: An Encyclopedia  
Good reference materials should be helpful when reading criticism and novels alike.  
 
Poovey, Mary. Making a Social Body 
 
Gilbert, Pamela. The Citizen’s Body 
 
Chapple, J.A.V.  Science and Literature in the Nineteenth Century  

Joyce, Simon. Victorians in the Rearview Mirror. 
This more recent book (2007) takes a look at the modern hypostatizing of the 
Victorians and the Victorian period. Neo-Victorian and steampunk movements are 
two examples Joyce takes into account, but also a variety from the last century with 
Thatcherism and Merchant Ivory film adaptations which aim to portray the 
Victorians as something closer than they appear. 
 
 
 


