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69: Embedding Nineteenth Century Literature in 
KS3: from Steampunk to Sherlock 
Anna McGlynn explores ways of introducing KS3 students to 
nineteenth century texts and contexts through neo-Victorian 
novels such as Cogheart and Ruby in the Smoke. 

A version of this article was published in Issue 21 of Teaching 
English, and is available online to members of NATE, along 
with the entire archive of NATE magazines. 

 

Summary 
Teaching texts from the nineteenth century at KS3 – alongside 
contemporary texts set in the era such as Cogheart and Ruby in 
the Smoke - can be a rewarding experience and a great 
preparation for the rigours of GCSE, and can be hugely enjoyable for both teachers and 
students. 

 

What’s the point? 
The GCSE curriculum has become heavily geared towards literature of the nineteenth century. 
How can the nineteenth century be effectively approached for Years 7 to 9 in a way which 
prepares them for GCSE without intimidating them?  

With many schools pushing teachers to approach GCSE skills in Year 9, there may be a sense 
that it is never too soon to begin to cover nineteenth century texts with KS3 students.  There 
may even be a push to begin a GCSE text at this stage to give time to cover the length of a 
nineteenth century novel and ensure maximum familiarity with it by the end of Year 11. Yet 
many teachers rightly fear that this will be a huge turn-off for students, provoking boredom in a 
subject that on average is taught for four hours a week. For those of lower ability, or who have 
English as an additional language and cultural and historical references that are not English, 
there are reasonable fears that they may find the syntax baffling and the historical setting so 
unfamiliar as to be unbearable. No teacher wants to prejudice students against a textual style 
in anticipation of studying it for GCSE, and, for that reason, there may also be a temptation to 
avoid nineteenth century texts until they are forced on students during the Key Stage Four 
(KS4) curriculum.  
But it doesn’t have to be this way, as Rachel Fenn and I point out in our book Teaching 
Nineteenth-Century Literature: An Essential Guide for Secondary Teachers.  Here I suggest 
some accessible   

approaches for KS3. 

 

Introducing the nineteenth century 
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As context remains such a crucial element during the study of literature from the nineteenth 
century, KS3 can be an important moment to ensure that students are given a sound basis to 
build on. They can begin to understand the huge changes the century wrought, from the 
landscape-altering effect of industrialisation and the evolving role of women in society to the 
impact on religious faith due to scientific discoveries.   

This contextual education does not have to only come from literature of the time. The early 
years of secondary education can be an ideal opportunity to explore and introduce vocabulary, 
style, syntax, contextual ideas and common themes within nineteenth century texts but in 
ways that do not necessitate reading an entire Victorian novel from start to finish.  There is no 
reason that you cannot teach a neo-Victorian novel, such as Cogheart by Peter Bunzl, set in a 
steampunk 1890s, or The Ruby in the Smoke by Philip Pullman, where the action takes place 
during the 1870s, to embed the idea of context without the struggle of tackling a more complex 
and lengthy 19th century novel, by reading excerpts of a nineteenth century text alongside it.  

 

Cogheart and Frankenstein 
Cogheart, with the construction of ‘mechanimals’ and the exploration of what it takes to be 
human, provides a fantastic opportunity to look at nineteenth century classics such as 
Frankenstein or The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Fantastic opportunities  present 
themselves using extracts to discuss the complexities of the creation or adaptation of life 
forms, as well as contextual links through ideas around the advancement of science, with the 
accompanying moral dilemmas of the protagonists and of Victorian society as scientific 
discovery pulled it further away from a belief in religion.  

For example, in chapter four of Frankenstein, the narrator describes the moment of creation 
and the moral uncertainty he faces when he realises his power: 

When I found so astonishing a power placed within my hands, I hesitated a long time 
concerning the manner in which I should employ it. Although I possessed the capacity of 
bestowing animation, yet to prepare a frame for the reception of it, with all its intricacies of 
fibres, muscles, and veins, still remained a work of inconceivable difficulty and labour. I 
doubted at first whether I should attempt the creation of a being like myself, or one of simpler 
organization; but my imagination was too much exalted by my first success to permit me to 
doubt of my ability to give life to an animal as complex and wonderful as man. The materials at 
present within my command hardly appeared adequate to so arduous an undertaking, but I 
doubted not that I should ultimately succeed. I prepared myself for a multitude of reverses; my 
operations might be incessantly baffled, and at last my work be imperfect, yet when I 
considered the improvement which every day takes place in science and mechanics, I was 
encouraged to hope my present attempts would at least lay the foundations of future success. 

This provides a perfect synergy when reading Cogheart as Dr Hartman describes his dilemma: 
he realises the importance of the scientific discovery he has made and understands the 
potential harm to society from his perpetual motion machine, and decides that, although this 
will have huge ramifications for him, he cannot pursue science at the risk of harm to others. By 
reading the two different approaches to scientific breakthrough, informed by very different 
moral approaches, you will be giving your class a chance to discuss how the dominance of 
Christianity conflicted with the breakthroughs in science during this period. You’ll also, through 
looking at selected sections of Frankenstein, have a chance to explore the complexity of 
language and the less familiar sentence structures in a contained and manageable way 
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framed by a narrative which will be reassuringly familiar to many of your class.  

 

Ruby in the Smoke and The Sign of Four 

Similarly, the opium plot of Ruby in the Smoke provides a neat tie-in with classics such as The 
Sign of Four, The Moonstone and the work of the Bronte sisters while presenting another 
fantastic chance to explore the social and historical context of concepts such as imperialism 
and the employment of women during the nineteenth century.  

Pullman’s novel provides a gripping narrative around the precious Ruby and the mystery of 
‘The Seven Blessings’, which makes it a perfect tale for capable Year 7 students or a mixed 
ability class of Year 8. The ‘otherness’ that it suggests about countries such as China during 
the nineteenth century is a great opportunity to begin to consider how the British – and more 
specifically the English – saw themselves as a nation at this time. With the story set at the 
head of the empire ‘where the sun never sets’, it is a perfect segue to look at ideas of national 
identity during Victoria’s reign, how these ideas have changed from the late 1870s, and how 
students might see themselves today.  In addition, Pullman uses vocabulary such as mudlarks, 
hansom cab and box lock pistols, so the text is dripping with authentic nineteenth century 
references, but this unfamiliar vocabulary is also explained, making it suitable for less 
confident students.  

The setting and narrative make a perfect introduction to reading the Sherlock Holmes 
novel The Sign of Four by Arthur Conan Doyle (1890), and there are opportunities to explore 
other nineteenth century detective novels, such as Wilkie Collins’ The Moonstone (1868) if you 
are planning to teach The Sign of Four at GCSE and would rather leave the text for then. 
Aside from the nineteenth century setting of both novels, and the fact that they are stories in 
which a mystery about a precious jewel or jewels are solved, studying the two together is a 
great way to enrich understanding of both, even if you only tackle Conan Doyle’s text through 
short extracts. There are parallels in the narratives which are interesting, such as the Indian 
connection, the jewels and the mysterious death of a female character’s father.    

 The Ruby in the Smoke opens with the arresting statement that Sally Lockhart is shortly going 
to kill a man.  The manner of the man’s death, of a heart attack after the shock of hearing the 
phrase ‘The Seven Blessings’, is always gripping to students and makes for a great beginning 
to the novel. Do we blame Sally? Or does this create even more sympathy for her 
character? A similar section from The Sign of Four can be found in Chapter 4, ‘The Story of 
the Bald-Headed Man’, where Thaddeus Sholto relates the story of the death of both 
Captain Morstan and his father, Major John Sholto.  He narrates how ‘early in 1882 my father 
received a letter from India which was a great shock to him. He nearly fainted at the breakfast-
table when he opened it, and from that day he sickened to his death.’  

The two death scenes, with men dying from the shock of bad news, can be read very 
effectively in tandem, exploring ideas such as melodrama in nineteenth century literature, or 
deciding whether a contemporary audience doubts the verisimilitude of deaths such as these. 
It can be effective to have a discussion with students about how they believe Victorian 
audiences would have reacted to these deaths, again looking at the rise of science and 
rationality after the mid-point of the nineteenth century. Would they have meekly accepted that 
men could be killed by nothing more than a phrase or the news in a letter, or do modern day 
readers believe both past and contemporary audiences have been asked to suspend their 
disbelief in the interests of propelling a story forwards? 
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Ruby and the Smoke and The Moonstone 
For schools where The Sign of Four is used as a GCSE text, consider the opening of The 
Moonstone as a companion to The Ruby in the Smoke, concentrating on the parallel of the 
missing, precious jewel at the centre of each narrative. The novel’s opening, which sees John 
Herncastle fighting for the British Army in India in the late 1790s provides an excellent 
counterpoint to the beginning of Sally’s story with the death of her mother in the first chapter, 
‘The Seven Blessings’, detailing the event which took place during the Indian Mutiny, and the 
language Collins uses as he describes ‘the day of the assault’. It can be an excellent way to 
discuss attitudes within the British Empire, particularly considering the way the Indian 
characters are depicted – and this can pave the way for valuable understanding of why some 
characters in nineteenth century literature think and behave in a way which seems so 
unacceptable today, such as the casual, off-hand xenophobia of the attitude that Charlotte 
Bronte seems to suggest to the French through her portrayal of Adele in Jane Eyre. 

 

The Ruby and the Smoke, the Brontes and Austen 

The Brontes also work incredibly effectively as excerpts to be read alongside The Ruby in the 
Smoke, when the threat of Sally’s dismal future is set out for her by her aunt, who threatens 
her with the idea that even the drudgery of becoming a governess would probably be out of 
reach of the wayward Sally, who views the profession with revulsion. Extracts from Jane 
Eyre can be used very effectively here, such as her application to become a governess after 
her stint at Lowood School, or the section describing her first morning with her pupil.  
Alternatively, if you’d prefer to leave this text fresh for GCSE, consider looking at Anne 
Bronte’s Agnes Grey, where the actual job of being a governess and the relationship with the 
pupils is far less happy than Jane Eyre’s (despite Eyre being terrorised by the first Mrs. 
Rochester and the attempted bigamous marriage!).  

Sally Lockhart’s horror at the idea of becoming a governess, and the exploration of what the 
role actually meant to young women at the time, can be used as a way for students to learn 
more about the limited scope of roles available to women in the nineteenth century. For 
students, it can be effective to think about what happened to women who had no personal 
fortune and didn’t marry, and therefore to think, for instance, about why Mrs. Bennett in Pride 
and Prejudice is so desperate to marry off her daughters or why Charlotte Lucas is so keen to 
‘secure’ the odious Mr. Collins. 

 

And finally … 
Using neo-Victorian texts during KS3 can be a remarkably effective way to prepare students 
for GCSE. Many contemporary novels such as Emma Carroll’s Strange Star, Eloise 
Williams’ Gaslight and Geraldine McCaughrean’s The Middle of Nowhere offer rich detail of 
the period, highlight themes which dominate nineteenth century literature, and are packed with 
the vocabulary which students will encounter in the great Victorian novels that are currently on 
the KS4 syllabus. Investing time in novels like these to prepare students without daunting them 
can ensure that a smooth and effective transition is made, while creating English lessons that 
are engaging, challenging and enjoyable.  

 


