UNIVERSITY OF BIRMINGHAM
College of Arts and Law

English Literature
Module descriptions 2026/27
Level H (final year)


Contents
Important information	3
Level H: Final year	4
Islamophobia and the Novel (30677)	4
From Plato to the Postmodern: Theories of Literature and Art (29643)	5
Hidden Romanticism (36982)	6
Fantasy and fandom: writing back to the medieval in modern fantasy (22837)	7
Literature and the Land (42107)	8
Shakespeare’s Tragedies (26835)	10
Virginia Woolf (37163)	11
Politics and Terror in the Ages of Revolutions (27596)	12
American Frontiers: Nation and Identity in the Long Nineteenth Century (40689)	13
Bedtime Stories: Reading Children’s Picture Books (37165)	14


[bookmark: _Toc244786482][bookmark: _Toc244786533]Important information
Please be aware that all modules are subject to availability.
For these modules, strong knowledge of Literature and a near native level of English is required. All applications for Level H modules are subject to approval by the English Literature department.
Please note that at the time this document has been prepared (March 2026) the following information is provisional, and there may be minor changes between now and the beginning of 2025/26 academic year.
Please note: Forms of assessment are currently undergoing review for 2026/27, and as a result the assessment information listed within this handbook may be subject to change.
[bookmark: _Toc244786483][bookmark: _Toc244786534]Level H: Final year
[bookmark: _Toc244786484][bookmark: _Toc244786535]Islamophobia and the Novel (30677)
	Module code
	30677

	Level
	Level H (final year)

	Semester
	2 (Spring term only)

	Credits
	20

	Assessment
	1x Book review (30%) and 1x Essay (70%)



Please note: this module is only available to students who study English Literature at their home institution.
Description
Islamophobia and the Novel will offer students an opportunity to study contemporary novels that address the question of intercultural relations between Muslims and others in an era of rising anti-Muslim prejudice. Taking examples from Britain, the United States and beyond, it will explore how novelists have addressed the issues of cultural difference and a perceived ‘clash of civilisations’ – in terms of the form and content of their work – while also considering the contexts of dissemination and reception which help give these novels their meaning in the world.
The module looks at texts that have appeared in the last 30 or so years, exploring topics which have become central to today’s society such as multiculturalism, citizenship, migration, cultural difference, and the role of the literary market in creating and preserving certain hegemonic values. We will think about what the experience of Muslims, and the prejudice they often face, tells us about ideas of Britain and ‘the West’, while also thinking about how these debates are constructed and by whom.
The role of literature is central to our considerations, not least because of the claims that are often made about it. Since the 1989 Satanic Verses affair, when Salman Rushdie’s novel created widespread offence among Muslims, issues of freedom of expression and censorship have often been taken to mark a civilizational divide between the secular West and Islam. We will interrogate this binary, see how some writers tend to reinforce it while others deconstruct its terms and the stereotypes it often creates. The role of readers, critics, academia, the publishing industry, and cultural elites all serve to shape this debate.
For these reasons, Islamophobia and the Novel is very much a module about the way we live today and how we orient ourselves in the world.
Reading
Martin Amis, ‘The Last Days of Muhammad Atta’
Hanif Kureishi, The Black Album
John Le Carré, A Most Wanted Man
John Updike, Terrorist
Azar Nafisi, Reading Lolita in Tehran
Amy Waldman, The Submission
Leila Aboulela, Minaret
Kamila Shamsie, Home Fire
Sanjeev Sahota, Ours Are the Streets
Ayisha Malik, This Green and Pleasant Land
[bookmark: _Toc244786485][bookmark: _Toc244786536]From Plato to the Postmodern: Theories of Literature and Art (29643)
	Module code
	29643

	Level
	Level H (final year)

	Semester
	2

	Credits
	20

	Assessment
	1x Essay (100%)
Please note: this module is only available to students who study English Literature at their home institution.



Description
The module provides an account of the development of theories of literature and art from the classical period to the modern day. It will consider the range, type and purpose of conceptual approaches to the arts, and examine how those theories have been applied to specific works. The course will also reflect on the social and cultural background of the selected theories, and will examine the relationship between writings on aesthetics from different eras (such as in the reconfiguration of romantic ideology in some theories of the postmodern).
Reading
Plato, The Republic
Aristotle, Poetics
Sidney, ‘The Defence of Poesy’
Pope, An Essay on Criticism
Burke, On the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful
Kant, Critique of Judgment
Wordsworth, Preface to Lyrical Ballads
Shelley, A Defence of Poetry
Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy
Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy
Leavis, The Great Tradition
Cixous, ‘Laugh of the Medusa’
Johnson, Critical Difference
Jameson, Postmodernism
Gilroy, The Black Atlantic
[bookmark: _Toc244786486]

[bookmark: _Toc244786537]Hidden Romanticism (36982)
	Module code
	36982

	Level
	Level H (final year)

	Semester
	2

	Credits
	20

	Assessment
	1x Essay (100%)
Please note: this module is only available to students who study English Literature at their home institution.



Description
The module provides an opportunity to explore a range of material from the Romantic period—including letters, journals, notebook entries, manuscript drafts, and fragments of abandoned poems—that were hidden from public view. Some texts were withheld from the press for their radical content; some were too personal or painful to be shared; others formed part of a creative exchange between friends. Attending closely to texts that remained unpublished, or were originally circulated privately, will open up discussion of literary coteries, issues of audience and readership, and the significance of interiority and lyric expression. The module will also introduce students to aspects of textual scholarship, encouraging them to think about writing processes and the insights afforded through the study of manuscript revisions. At a time when reviewers had the power to make or destroy a writer’s reputation, and when it was potentially dangerous to make certain utterances publicly, the Romantics produced writings on love, loss, landscape, the imagination, religion, and politics that they kept secret. The module will enable students to study Romantic writing across a range of genres, genders, and geographical locations.
Reading
William Wordsworth, ‘The Ruined Cottage’, The Two-Part Prelude
Emily Brontë, selected poems
John Clare, selected poems
Dorothy Wordsworth, ‘Alfoxden Journals’, selected poems
John Keats, ‘The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream’, Letters
Percy Shelley, ‘Julian and Maddalo’, Letters
Mary Shelley, ‘Journal of Sorrow’
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, selected poems
Thomas Lovell Beddoes, Death’s Jest-Book
[bookmark: _Toc244786487]

[bookmark: _Toc244786538]Fantasy and fandom: writing back to the medieval in modern fantasy (22837)
	Module code
	22837

	Level
	Level H (final year)

	Semester
	2

	Credits
	20

	Assessment
	1x Essay (100%)
Please note: this module is only available to students who study English Literature at their home institution.



Description
From heroes and quests to magic and hidden identities, modern fantasy has looked to the literature of the medieval period for inspiration. Yet it has also consistently transformed and reshaped its source material, rewriting the significance of key motifs and ideas in order to address the issues of its own time and place of production. This module will examine the ways in which modern fantasy writing both adopts and adapts the culture, language, characters and narratives of medieval texts, and in so doing identifies its authors as an (albeit diverse) fandom. Although not fanfiction in the strictest terms, modern fantasy writing often shares with it the desire to extend and appropriate the plots and protagonists of earlier texts, and to challenge or re-examine them by writing in an avatar who explores the textual world in a metaphorical representation of the author's own discovery of the original work.
This module will look at forerunners for this in the medieval period too, and will encourage students to analyse the communally-driven nature of textual production and circulation in the Middle Ages, as well as the communities of interest which have written fantasy in response, from the late nineteenth century to the present. The module will provide the opportunity to examine a range of fantasy writing, which may include texts from George MacDonald and William Morris through C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien to contemporary writers such as Michael Moorcock, J. K. Rowling and Ursula LeGuin.
Reading
Mary Stewart, The Crystal Cave
Ursula Le Guin, A Wizard of Earthsea
J. R. R. Tolkien, The Fellowship of the Ring
George R. R. Martin, A Game of Thrones
Marie de France, Launval,
Chaucer, 'The Wife of Bath’s Tale',
Malory, Morte Darthur
Lord Dunsany, The King of Elfland’s Daughter
[bookmark: _Toc244786488][bookmark: _Toc244786539]Literature and the Land (42107)
	Module code
	42107

	Level
	Level H (final year)

	Semester
	2

	Credits
	20

	Assessment
	1x Essay (100%)
Please note: this module is only available to students who study English Literature at their home institution.



Description
This module explores literary representations of farming, agroecology, and rural life over two millennia, from Virgil's Georgics to the present day. The module combines literary study with hands-on agricultural and horticultural training at Winterbourne House & Garden, on the university's Edgbaston campus. Each year's student cohort contributes to the design, planting, and cultivation of a dedicated plot at Winterbourne growing vegetables and herbs, acquiring through practical experience greater understanding of the ways in which poetry, novels, and other literary forms have historically represented and influenced agricultural practices, and how, in turn, methods of sustainable agriculture and agroecology are providing inspiration for contemporary writers in their work. The module integrates classroom and field learning, combining literary critical analysis with practical sessions on topics and activities such as soil health, propagation, landscaping, composting, mulching, weeding, and beekeeping. The module is rooted in a civic ecology model, which involves students and tutors working with literature, land, and communities within and beyond the university.
Reading
Poetry
Hesiod, Works and Days (c. 700 BCE)
Virgil, The Georgics (29 BCE)
William Langland, Piers Plowman (c. 1300)
Edmund Spenser, The Shepheardes Calender (1579)
John Clare, selected poems (1820-35)
Seamus Heaney, Death of a Naturalist (1966)
S. Thomas, selected poems (1946-2000)
Gillian Clarke, selected poems (1971-present day)
Fiction
George Eliot, Adam Bede (1859)
Thomas Hardy, Far from the Madding Crowd (1874)
Knut Hamsun, Growth of the Soil (1917)
Willa Cather, My Ántonia (1918)
Jonathan Williams, Stoner (1965)
Bruce Chatwin, On the Black Hill (1982)
Jane Smiley, A Thousand Acres (1991)
Toni Morrison, Paradise (1997)
Ruth Ozeki, All Over Creation (2003)
Non-Fiction
Wendell Berry, The Unsettling of America: Culture and Agriculture (1977)
Vandana Shiva, Stolen Harvest (2000)
Michael Pollan, The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals (2006)
Barbara Kingsolver, Animal, Vegetable, Miracle: A Year of Food Life (2007)
Leah Penniman, Farming While Black (2018)
Marina O’Connell, Designing Regenerative Food Systems: And Why We Need Them Now (2022)
George Monbiot, Regenesis: Feeding the World without Devouring the Planet (2023)
[bookmark: _Toc244786489]

[bookmark: _Toc244786540]Shakespeare’s Tragedies (26835)
	Module code
	26835

	Level
	Level H (final year)

	Semester
	2 (Spring term only)

	Credits
	20

	Assessment
	Essay (100%)



Please note: this module is only available to students who study English Literature at their home institution.
Description
Shakespeare’s Tragedies will offer a powerful and pleasurable – and sometimes painful – encounter with Shakespeare's work. We will explore what is tragic in Shakespeare, and what is Shakespearean in tragedy, and we will place those things in the complicated early modern and modern genealogies of tragedy. The module will offer students the opportunity to read texts from across the whole span of Shakespeare’s writing career and will not be limited to those printed in the First Folio as ‘Tragedies’, allowing us also to think about genre, and about the difference between tragic drama and tragic poetry.
Students in their assessments have often used what can be distressing material to reconceptualise for our own time a range of critical issues around interpersonal ethics, agency, bodily autonomy, and social, racial, and gender inequalities. Students will be encouraged in seminar discussion and essay writing to scrutinise the texts and not receive them unproblematically as ‘great works of literature’. That is to say, our speaking back to Shakespeare is just as, if not more, important than his speaking to us.
Much of the module will involve our thinking together about things that individually cause distress. If you are concerned about any of this do please speak with the module convenor. All of the plays and poems on this module to different degrees include distressing content.
Reading
A selection of Shakespeare's tragic writing, usually including:
Titus Andronicus
Henry VI Part 3
Richard III
The Rape of Lucrece
Julius Caesar
Hamlet
King Lear
Macbeth
Antony and Cleopatra
Coriolanus
[bookmark: _Toc244786490]

[bookmark: _Toc244786541]Virginia Woolf (37163)
	Module code
	37163

	Level
	Level H (final year)

	Semester
	2 (Spring term only)

	Credits
	20

	Assessment
	Essay (100%)



Please note: this module is only available to students who study English Literature at their home institution.
Description
This module explores the work of one of the most iconic and important writers of the early twentieth century, Virginia Woolf. Reading the novels in chronological order, we will pay close attention to Woolf’s formal and stylistic innovations, as well as the various political, historical and social contexts that influenced her writing, and you will become familiar with the kinds of conceptual and theoretical questions that Woolf’s work has provoked in subsequent criticism. Discussion will cover topics as diverse as race and empire, gender and sexuality, the city and everyday life, class and social inequality, war and violence, the visual arts, life-writing, the natural world, and more! Across the course of the module, you will gain a broad yet intimate knowledge of Woolf’s writing, as well as a developed understanding of the place this work occupies within wider cultural and critical debates.
The module’s assessment structure allows you to write an essay on any aspect of Woolf's writing in response to a title of your own choosing (with the precise wording of your title agreed with the module convenor). This gives you the freedom to explore topics that interest you and to pursue your own research agenda.
Reading
The Voyage Out (1915)
Night and Day (1919)
Jacob’s Room (1922)
Mrs Dalloway (1925)
To the Lighthouse (1927)
Orlando (1928)
The Waves (1931)
The Years (1937)
Between the Acts (1941)
[bookmark: _Toc244786491]

[bookmark: _Toc244786542]Politics and Terror in the Ages of Revolutions (27596)
	Module code
	27596

	Level
	Level H (final year)

	Semester
	2 (Spring term only)

	Credits
	20

	Assessment
	1x Essay (100%)



Please note: this module is only available to students who study English Literature at their home institution.
Description
The Romantic period was witness to and shaped by radical ideas and revolutionary events that redefined political life and literary taste. It was an age where political revolutions were matched by literary revolutions — what we now call Romanticism. The outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789 was one of a number of attempts across the globe to establish societies based on principles of liberty and fraternity. In the days, months, and years that followed, British writers came to express the hopes and anxieties of a generation. Politics and Terror explores how revolutions of various kinds inspired politically radical pamphlets, but also a conservative backlash against the wave of optimism; how English writers responded to migration from France by those fleeing persecution; the politics of nature and human sympathy; how the Gothic became a way for writers to engage with post-Revolutionary terror and horror; and how a new generation of writers tried to keep the flame of liberty alive, and believed that the poetic imagination could inspire a radical new future. Politics and Terror explores the political and literary culture of this turbulent period by examining poetry, novels, and essays by some of the following: Edmund Burke, Mary Wollstonecraft, Thomas Paine, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Ann Radcliffe, Anna Barbauld, Lord Byron, William Wordsworth, Mary and Percy Shelley, John Keats.
Reading
Writers to be studied will include many of the following:
Edmund Burke
Thomas Paine
Mary Wollstonecraft
William Godwin
Charlotte Smith
Samuel Taylor Coleridge
Matthew Lewis
Ann Radcliffe
Anna Barbauld
William Wordsworth
Lord Byron
Pery and Mary Shelley
William Hazlitt
John Keats
Thomas de Quincey
[bookmark: _Toc244786492][bookmark: _Toc244786543]American Frontiers: Nation and Identity in the Long Nineteenth Century (40689)
	Module code
	40689

	Level
	Level H (final year)

	Semester
	2 (Spring term only)

	Credits
	20

	Assessment
	1x Essay (100%)



Please note: this module is only available to students who study English Literature at their home institution.
Description
The violent encounters and conflicts of the American frontier remain an enduring image of a nation in the process of self-definition. This volatile, unstable space reflects a country that, throughout the long nineteenth century, continued to grapple with unresolved questions and anxieties about nationhood, national identity, and who was (and who was not) an 'American'. This module offers students the opportunity to interrogate these questions and anxieties, while exploring the idea that nineteenth-century American literature was itself self-consciously concerned with what an American might be.
We will approach this topic by considering the various different frontiers, thresholds and boundaries with which America contended and which shaped the nation throughout the century, as well as looking at later texts that reflect back on this period. Alongside the western frontier of popular imagination, we may also think about America's oceanic frontier, the boundaries between the northern and southern states across which civil war played out, the domestic threshold, and the moment of transition into the twentieth century. We'll also approach these terms imaginatively, and explore America's engagement with literary boundaries, as it sought new generic and poetic forms to capture, shape, and give expression to an American voice. Finally, the individual’s body itself becomes a threshold and site of conflict – defined, for instance, by its colour, its sex, or its tattoos.
America is a nation that has always reflected on its boundaries – points of definition that are yet porous and unstable. It is at these various thresholds, and in the encounters that took place across them, that we find various kinds of America emerge.
[bookmark: _Toc244786493]

[bookmark: _Toc244786544]Bedtime Stories: Reading Children’s Picture Books (37165)
	Module code
	37165

	Level
	Level H (final year)

	Semester
	2 (Spring term only)

	Credits
	20

	Assessment
	1x Portfolio (100%)



Please note: this module is only available to students who study English Literature at their home institution.
Description
As you reach the end of your undergraduate degree, Bedtime Stories offers an exciting opportunity for you to engage anew with contemporary children’s picture books. Bringing to bear skills developed across your degree, we’ll approach an array of picture books from a variety of critical and creative perspectives. In addition to regular case studies of particular authors and/or illustrators we’ll consider topics such as: the history of picture books; picture books in the classroom (touching here on the practices and policies of early years literacy); picture books in the community (to include the role of libraries, and charities and organisations such as: The National Literacy Trust, Coram Beanstalk, BookTrust, Storybook Dads); the importance of diversity and inclusivity; the role of social media (including key bloggers and Instagram accounts); publishing and marketing; adaptations and performance (stage, tv, radio); and digital picture books. We’ll also explore key and emerging themes of children’s picture books (such as family, friendship, growing up, emotions, the animal kingdom, nature and the environment), the relationship between word and image, formal features (such as vocabulary, rhyme and rhythm), and the picture book as object and performance, relating our discussion throughout to broader theories of and approaches to children’s literature. Varying from year to year, there will be opportunities for collaboration with local libraries and archives, schools/early years’ providers, and community projects; students will also have the chance to contribute to module-specific social media accounts.
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