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To start
Introduce Mary Borgo Ton, and explain that she’ll be here to bring her expert knowledge of the digital to the project we’ll be starting work on today.

Turn to a partner, and describe your first impressions of Lady Audley’s Secret. What interests/intrigues you about the book so far? What predictions would you make about what will happen in the later parts of the book based on its beginning?

Write down one question you have about the novel so far.

Spend time sharing impressions and noting questions before moving on to mini-lecture.

Lady Audley’s Secret and Victorian Literature
Lady Audley’s Secret is an example of Victorian literature. The Victorian period encompasses literature written roughly between 1830-1910 (close to the years that Queen Victoria was on the throne in England). You may have read something by one of the more famous Victorian writers—Charlotte and Emily Brontë (Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights) or Charles Dickens (Great Expectations, A Christmas Carol). Has anyone read one of these books before? What were your impressions of it?

Victorian novels tend to have a few things in common. Because this was a time when technological changes made printing paper much cheaper, they tended to be long. They were also long because they were serialized, or published in installments in magazines and newspapers (not unlike episodes of a TV series today). Because most Victorian novels were serialized, Victorian writers invented the cliffhanger ending, to keep readers interested and waiting for the next installment in the following week or month.

Lady Audley’s Secret was serialized in several different magazines. It started its run in a magazine that then folded, and then it was published in the Sixpenny Magazine and London Journal. It became one of the most famous novels of the entire century.

Lady Audley’s Secret and Sensation Fiction
Lady Audley’s Secret belongs to a specific genre of Victorian literature called the sensation novel. It’s called the “sensation” novel because these works were supposed to evoke lots of sensations in their readers—hope, fear, sadness, joy, etc. They’re basically the nineteenth-century version of popular works today like Twilight. The emphasis isn’t really on developing character or necessarily being realistic. It’s more on getting readers really closely involved in the story’s world, so that readers are unwilling to put down the book. Sensation fiction novels were more or less the first page-turners, even though they might seem to operate at a slower pace today because we’re less accustomed to the kind of language and sentence structures they use.

The publication of sensation fiction initiated a lot of cultural anxiety. Part of this anxiety was physical. Doctors actually advised parents of teenage girls not to allow them to read sensation fiction because it would be dangerous to their development—it was thought that female reproductive organs wouldn’t develop properly if women were exposed to too much stress. Sensation fiction was also thought to appeal specifically to women, as being “light” rather than “serious” reading, better suited for non-serious readers. This kind of literature was also derided as trash. It wasn’t the Bible or sermons, which people were generally advised to read in their spare time, and it didn’t even offer specific morals that people could learn from it. In fact, as we’ll see with this novel, it sometimes appeared to advocate decidedly immoral behavior. Sensation fiction was seen as just pure escapism, and those who thought people should read in order to become more educated or better people really argued against people reading sensation fiction.

Lady Audley’s Secret is one of the most famous sensation novels. Its author, Mary Elizabeth Braddon, was known as the “Queen of Sensation” because she wrote so many novels in this genre.

Victorian literature and theme
We’re going to spend the most time trying to understand Lady Audley’s Secret through the lens of theme.

Theme can be defined as ““the overall meaning the reader derives from the story” or “the main topic or topics of the story.” Theme can be kind of a squishy term, where it could be just a noun (alcoholism) or it could be a bit more active, sending a message about a particular idea (alcoholism’s damage to the family).

We’re going to be working specifically with themes in Lady Audley’s Secret for your first paper.

Pass out Critical Digital Edition assignment. 

Read over this assignment sheet and look up when you’re done.

Critical Digital Edition assignment
So in this assignment, you’ll be working with a few people to track the appearance of a theme throughout the entirety of Lady Audley’s Secret. Before each class, you’ll read the required section and make a few notes about how/where that theme appears in the text. You’ll bring your notes to class. After we discuss that section of the novel together, you and your group will share your notes and decide what parts of the novel you want to tag.

You’ll be able to open up a digital edition of the novel from our Canvas page. (Demonstrate.)

I’ve gone through and tagged one instance of each theme’s appearance in the first section. (Take students through first 2 examples and explain thought process of tagging.)

What we’ll do now is split up into groups according to theme. Your group will need to a) open up the Canvas document b) find what has already been tagged for your theme and c) decide on one other moment in the text that you should tag together. Be prepared to share what you decided on with the whole class.

Tagging workshop

Looking forward
For Friday:
Read Lady Audley’s Secret Vol. I, Ch. VII-XIII
Make sure you bring notes about what you might tag related to your groups theme.
