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CONTEXT

harlotte Bronté was born in Yorkshire*, England on
April 21, 1816 to Maria Branwell and Patrick Bronté.
Because Charlotte’s mother died when Charlotte was
five years old, Charlotte’s aunt, a devout Methodist*,
helped her brother-in-law raise his children. In 1824 Charlotte
and three of her sisters—Maria, Elizabeth, and Emily—were sent
to Cowan Bridge, a school for clergymen’s daughters. When an
outbreak of tuberculosis killed Maria and Elizabeth, Charlotte and
Emily were brought home. Several years later, Charlotte returned
to school, this time in Roe Head, England. She became a teacher
at the school in 1835 but decided after several years to become
a private governess instead. She was hired to live with and tutor
the children of the wealthy Sidgewick family in 1839, but the
job was a misery to her and she soon left it. Once Charlotte rec-
ognized that her dream of starting her own school was not im-
mediately realizable, however, she returned to working as a
governess, this time for a different family. Finding herself equally
disappointed with governess work the second time around, Char-
lotte recruited her sisters to join her in more serious preparation
for the establishment of a school.
Although the Brontés’ school was unsuccessful, their liter-
ary projects flourished. At a young age, the children created a
fictional world they named Angria, and their many stories, poems,
and plays were early predictors of shared writing talent that even-
tually led Emily, Anne, and Charlotte to careers as novelists. As
adults, Charlotte suggested that she, Anne, and Emily collabo-
rate on a book of poems. The three sisters published under male
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& JANE EYRE

pseudonyms: Charlotte’s was Currer Bell, while Emily and Anne
wrote as Ellis and Acton Bell, respectively. When the poetry vol-
ume received little public notice, the sisters decided to work on
separate novels but retained the same pseudonyms. Anne and
Emily produced their masterpieces in 1847, but Charlotte’s first
book, The Professor*, never found a willing publisher during her
lifetime. Charlotte wrote Jane Eyre later that year. The book, a
critique of Victorian* assumptions about gender and social class,
became one of the most successful novels of its era, both criti-
cally and commercially.

Autobiographical elements are recognizable throughout Jane
Eyre. Jane’s experience at Lowood School, where her dearest
friend dies of tuberculosis, recalls the death of Charlotte’s sis-
ters at Cowan Bridge. The hypocritical religious fervor of the
headmaster, Mr. Brocklehurst, is based in part on that of the Rev-
erend Carus Wilson, the Evangelical minister who ran Cowan
Bridge. Charlotte took revenge upon the school that treated her
so poorly by using it as the basis for the fictional Lowood. Jane’s
friend Helen Burns’s tragic death from tuberculosis recalls the
deaths of two of Charlotte’s sisters, Maria and Elizabeth, who
succumbed to the same disease during their time at Cowan
Bridge. Additionally, John Reed’s decline into alcoholism and dis-
solution is most likely modeled upon the life of Charlotte Bronté’s
brother Branwell, who slid into opium and alcohol addictions in
the years preceding his death. Finally, like Charlotte, Jane be-
comes a governess—a comparatively neutral vantage point from
which to observe and describe the oppressive social ideas and
practices of nineteenth-century Victorian society.

The plot of Jane Eyre follows the form of a Bildungsroman*,
which is a novel that tells the story of a child’s maturation and

3



HE ¥

B, ZdHdka A A A TIRT FHAKESL: BEFH
BB - M AR, K F) Ae gt 4 B BR G A B Fe kA& -
MR, BFXARFEHFRFIALSRGEE, Z40kE
ZILARMHEL K EBF B, ZRFLRAL
1847536 AR T MM 69 B % 24k, T BB Hth % — K
QN KFITN, ERA A Z SR ARFR ERFF
Mk, EANFoGBR B 4E, BAFFHRT (MED, &H
I T 3 F) LA B Foib ST E GG LE, AR
ZAT A F R AR B L ARKIF E KA 69 B
Z —,

DB CEEY F A RSTELT R, MEFTIA
IBFROGZ N, PP F IR IC T IR s 4569 M
RAARG 5 B A 2] A 5 B AELIK S AE AT SR F A% 84 1
o K HE AR AR S A AR R A 4G R ALK, SR
RBMTF A FrE BATI A48 F AL HIFF&
- B R, AHMIANEFRIT L ES, L5%
AAT I A BT T T1EE /K. B AE
1o BT ARG EBMEEH 5 IPIAA R E A%
8 B MBI ——IB 4R AAR T I G, AT A L
FHE TR —FARBOIIEIBR, B, - 2 H
A BNIE A TR B IR AR R AR AR 3k 2 16 BT LA
W TR ABHGEEFALER LR ALLS
T —H, MRART — & FELHF X E —ANA8
2 RGA AT EIIBN R ARG L 192058 % F) B it s
AR AJEFP 69 AL R INA Fo 4T 64 B2 AL,

CR RN M EBEF DBk, B ) A ) it
7 BB — AT e KT A2, £ IR E A AL




* JANE EYRE

focuses on the emotions and experiences that accompany and
incite his or her growth to adulthood. In Jane Eyre, there are
five distinct stages of development, each linked to a particular
place: Jane’s childhood at Gateshead, her education at the Lowood
School, her time as Adele’s governess at Thornfield, her time
with the Rivers family at Morton and at Marsh End (also called
Moor House), and her reunion with and marriage to Rochester
at Ferndean. From these various experiences, Jane becomes the
mature and steady-handed woman who narrates the novel
retrospectively.

But the Bildungsroman plot of Jane Eyre, and the book’s
element of social criticism, are filtered through a third literary
tradition—that of the Gothic horror story. Like the
Bildungsroman, the Gothic genre originated in Germany. It be-
came popular in England in the late eighteenth century, and it
generally describes supernatural experiences, remote landscapes,
and mysterious occurrences, all of which are intended to create
an atmosphere of suspense and fear. Jane’s encounters with
ghosts, dark secrets, and sinister plots add a potent and linger-
ing sense of fantasy and mystery to the novel.

After the success of Jane Eyre, Charlotte revealed her iden-
tity to her publisher and went on to write several other novels,
most notably Shirley* in 1849. In the years that followed, she
became a respected member of London’s literary set. But the
deaths of siblings Emily and Branwell in 1848, and of Anne in
1849, left her feeling dejected and emotionally isolated. In 1854,
she wed the Reverend Arthur Nicholls, despite the fact that she
did not love him. She died of pneumonia, while pregnant, the
following year. ¥
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PLOT OVERVIEW

PLOT OVERVIEW

ane Eyre is a young orphan being raised by Mrs. Reed,

her cruel, wealthy aunt. A servant named Bessie provides

Jane with some of the few kindnesses she receives, tell-

ing her stories and singing songs to her. One day, as pun-
ishment for fighting with her bullying cousin John Reed, Jane’s
aunt imprisons Jane in the red-room*, the room in which Jane’s
Uncle Reed died. While locked in, Jane, believing that she sees
her uncle’s ghost, screams and faints. She wakes to find her-
self in the care of Bessie and the kindly apothecary Mr. Lloyd,
who suggests to Mrs. Reed that Jane be sent away to school.
To Jane’s delight, Mrs. Reed concurs.

Once at the Lowood School, Jane finds that her life is far
from idyllic. The school’s headmaster is Mr. Brocklehurst, a
cruel, hypocritical, and abusive man. Brocklehurst preaches a
doctrine of poverty and privation to his students while using the
school’s funds to provide a wealthy and opulent lifestyle for his
own family. At Lowood, Jane befriends a young girl named Helen
Burns, whose strong, martyrlike attitude toward the school’s mis-
eries is both helpful and displeasing to Jane. A massive typhus
epidemic sweeps Lowood, and Helen dies of consumption. The
epidemic also results in the departure of Mr. Brocklehurst by at-
tracting attention to the insalubrious conditions at Lowood. Af-
ter a group of more sympathetic gentlemen takes Brocklehurst’s
place, Jane’s life improves dramatically. She spends eight more
years at Lowood, six as a student and two as a teacher.

After teaching for two years, Jane yearns for new
experiences. She accepts a governess position at a manor called

7
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* JANE EYRE

Thornfield, where she teaches a lively French girl named Adele.
The distinguished housekeeper Mrs. Fairfax presides over the
estate. Jane’s employer at Thornfield is a dark, impassioned man
named Rochester, with whom Jane finds herself falling secretly
in love. She saves Rochester from a fire one night, which he
claims was started by a drunken servant named Grace Poole.
But because Grace Poole continues to work at Thornfield, Jane
concludes that she has not been told the entire story. Jane sinks
into despondency when Rochester brings home a beautiful but
vicious woman named Blanche Ingram. Jane expects Rochester
to propose to Blanche. But Rochester instead proposes to Jane,
who accepts almost disbelievingly.

The wedding day arrives, and as Jane and Mr. Rochester
prepare to exchange their vows, the voice of Mr. Mason cries
out that Rochester already has a wife. Mason introduces him-
self as the brother of that wife—a woman named Bertha. Mr.
Mason testifies that Bertha, whom Rochester married when he
was a young man in Jamaica, is still alive. Rochester does not
deny Mason’s claims, but he explains that Bertha has gone mad.
He takes the wedding party back to Thornfield, where they wit-
ness the insane Bertha Mason scurrying around on all fours and
growling like an animal. Rochester keeps Bertha hidden on the
third story of Thornfield and pays Grace Poole to keep his wife
under control. Bertha was the real cause of the mysterious fire
earlier in the story. Knowing that it is impossible for her to be
with Rochester, Jane flees Thornfield.

Penniless and hungry, Jane is forced to sleep outdoors and
beg for food. At last, three siblings who live in a manor alterna-
tively called Marsh End and Moor House take her in. Their names
are Mary, Diana, and St. John (pronounced “Sinjin”) Rivers, and
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* JANE EYRE

Jane quickly becomes friends with them. St. John is a clergyman,
and he finds Jane a job teaching at a charity school in Morton.
He surprises her one day by declaring that her uncle, John Eyre,
has died and left her a large fortune: 20,000 pounds. When Jane
asks how he received this news, he shocks her further by de-
claring that her uncle was also his uncle: Jane and the Riverses
are cousins. Jane immediately decides to share her inheritance
equally with her three newfound relatives.

St. John decides to travel to India as a missionary, and he
urges Jane to accompany him—as his wife. Jane agrees to go
to India but refuses to marry her cousin because she does not
love him. St. John pressures her to reconsider, and she nearly
gives in. However, she realizes that she cannot abandon forever
the man she truly loves when one night she hears Rochester’s
voice calling her name over the moors. Jane immediately hur-
ries back to Thornfield and finds that it has been burned to the
ground by Bertha Mason, who lost her life in the fire. Roches-
ter saved the servants but lost his eyesight and one of his hands.
Jane travels on to Rochester’s new residence, Ferndean, where
he lives with two servants named John and Mary.

At Ferndean, Rochester and Jane rebuild their relationship
and soon marry. At the end of her story, Jane writes that she
has been married for ten blissful years and that she and Roch-
ester enjoy perfect equality in their life together. She says that
after two years of blindness, Rochester regained sight in one eye
and was able to behold their first son at his birth. *
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