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Jane locked in the red room
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MTr Brocklehurst makes Jane stand on a stool
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Jane shows Mr Rochester her drawings and paintings
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Mr Briggs stops the wedding
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Jane is ill in bed for three days
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Introduction

Charlotte Bronté
The Reverend Patrick Bronté, the clergyman in charge of
the church at Haworth in Yorkshire, had six children. Five
were girls. The four oldest girls were sent to a school for
the daughters of clergymen at Cowan Bridge. Their
mother had died, and their father did not know that the
school was in an unhealthy place. It was badly managed,
the girls did not get enough food, and the food was often
bad. Some of the teachers were very unkind. Maria and
Elizabeth, the two oldest sisters, died there in 1825. Char-
lotte, aged nine, and Emily, aged seven, were taken away
from the school. Their aunt, who had come from Cornwall
to look after the house at Haworth, gave Charlotte, Emily,
and their youngest sister, Anne, their lessons after that.
Haworth was a lonely place for the clergyman's
daughters. They were-not allowed to play with the village
children, and so they became even closer as a family. Like
the Rivers” house in this story, their house was near but not
in the village. From its windows they saw the graves
beside the church, and beyond them the wild, almost
treeless hill country of the Yorkshire moors. In winter the
moors were cold and windy, so the Bronté sisters and their
brother Branwell invented games to play in the house.
A game with Branwell’s toy soldiers became a story
about two rival nations. The children — all of them — began
to write books about their nations. They were very small
home-made books, some of them only 3.8 x 3.2 cenli-
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Introduction

metres, with tiny imitation print. As the children grew
older, they began to include poetry in their stories.

When she was fifteen, Charlotte became the teacher for
Emily and Anne. In 1842, she and Emily went to Brussels
(their aunt provided the money) to improve their knowl-
edge of French. That visit came to an end when their aunt
-died later in the same year. Anne found work as a
governess; Charlotte and Emily planned to open their own
school. Meanwhile, all three of the sisters were writing.

At first it was poetry, and in 1846 they paid to have a
book of Poems printed. There were poems in it by each of
the sisters. The best of them were Emily’s. The sisters
called themselves Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell because
they believed that women writers were not respected. By
the time Poems was published, they were each at work on a
novel. Emily’s and Anne’s novels were published first,
both in 1847. Emily’s Wuthering Heights is still read, and it
is considered by many people to be one of the greatest
tragic novels in English literature.

Charlotte’s first novel, The Professor, did not find a
publisher. But she also finished Jane Eyre in the same
year, and it was published in October 1847. The writer’s
name was given as Currer Bell. The book was immediately
popular. Currer Bell was famous.

By the middle of 1849, Charlotte Bronté, just thirty-
three years old, was the only one of her father’s six
children still alive, Branwell, Emily and Anne were all
dead. Charlotte had to look after her father, but she still
found time to write two more novels, Shirley and Villette.

She married the Reverend Arthur Nicholls in June 1854
and became a busy and happy wife - for a few months. In
March 1855, she was expecting her first chiid when a
sudden illness took her life.
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Introduction

Jane Eyre

Nineteenth-century houses had better lamps than the
houses of earlier times. A few homes even had gas
lighting. The result was an increase in novel reading as a
way of passing the long winter evenings. There was, of
course, no radio, television or recorded music.

So, in 1847, when Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre was
published, there was a large public eager to read good
novels. Fielding had shown the way in the eighteenth
century, and now in the nineteenth century Scott and Jane
Austen had developed the form. Dickens had published
Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickieby and The Old Curiosity Shop.
Thackeray’s early work had appeared, but his great novel
Vanity Fair (1848) was not yet published. Mrs Gaskell was
about the same age as Charlotte Bronté but her Mary
Barton came out in 1848, and Cranford in 1853.

Charlotte and Mrs Gaskell became friends, and it was
Mrs Gaskell who wrote the life-story of Charlotte in 1857.
That is how we know that Lowood in Jane Eyre was very
much like the terrible school Charlotte attended.

What was - and is — important about Jane Eyre? It
showed, as no novel before it had ever shown, a true
understanding of human character and the causes of
human behaviour. One thing Charlotte Bronté showed
was that the inner nature of characters in a novel is more
important than their appearance. What we remember
about Jane Eyre is not her looks. It is her determined
honesty, her common sense, and her goodness. Before
Jane Eyre, the heroine of a novel had to be beautiful, or at
least (like some of Jane Austen’s heroines) attractive.
Charlotte Bronté chose to make her heroine, Jane Eyre,
plain, small and unattractive: “No one thought she was
pretty, but Mr Rochester fell in love with her” (page 114).
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