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Introduction

Everybody reads Jane Eyre. Charlotte Bronté’s story of a rebellious
orphan who survives a harsh school, becomes a governess in a mys-
terious mansion and falls in love with the owner, only to discover a
secret that forces her to escape and forge a new life before returning
to him, has gripped a remarkably diverse audience from its publica-
tion in 1847 to the present day. Queen Victoria (1819-1901; reigned
1837-1901) read it, recording in her journal that it ‘is really a wonderful
book very peculiar in parts, but [ ... | such a fine tone in it, such fine reli-
gious feeling, such beautiful writing. The description of the mysterious
maniac’s nightly appearances awfully thrilling’.! The young American
poet Emily Dickinson (1830—86) pronounced it ‘electric’.? The all-
male crew of HMS Discovery on the polar expedition of 1901-4 led
by Captain Robert Falcon Scott (1868—1912) borrowed it repeatedly
from the ship’s library. The literary historian Prince Dmitri Mirsky
(1890-1939), fighting in the Russian Civil War in 1918, remembered
coming across Jane Eyre in an Armenian town during the white army’s
retreat and experiencing ‘the intense thrill of the first reading’.” In 1947,
a speaker to the Bronté Society recalled that Jane Eyre had recently been
serialised on the radio and had attracted more than 6,000,000 listen-
ers for eleven successive weeks: in the sombre post-war climate ‘the tale
shone through these grey days, when we seem almost afraid of emotion,
like [ ...] a live coal.* More recently, in 2004, listeners to the BBC Radio
programme “Woman’s Hour’ voted Jane Eyre second in an all-time list of
books that had changed their lives.

Critical opinion of Jane Eyre, however, has varied as wildly as sales
have remained steady. While some of its first reviewers thought the novel
unrivalled among modern productions for ‘its power of thought and
expression’ and praised its passion, which, ‘rises at times to a height of
tragic intensity which is almost sublime’,° others pronounced it ‘coarse’,
‘an Anti-Christian composition’ which displayed ‘the tone of mind and
thought which has overthrown authority and violated every code human
and divine abroad, and fostered Chartism and rebellion at home’” One
American reviewer objected loudly to Rochester’s ‘profanity, brutality,
and slang’” and the animal energies of Jane and Rochester’s ‘courtship
after the manner of kangaroos’.® Heated debate continued in the twen-
tieth century. Lord David Cecil (1902-86), a critic and biographer who
would become Goldsmiths” Professor of English Literature at Oxford
in 1949, regretted in 1934 that Jane Eyre, while galvanised by Bronté’s
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‘volcanic’ imagination, was formless, humourless, and exaggerated. In
1948 F.R. Leavis (1895—1978), then the most influential literary critic
in England, dismissed Charlotte Bronté as a minor talent. Formalist
critics in the 1960s rebelled against such scholarly sneers, asserting that
Jane Eyre was impeccably well crafted and an organic whole structured
through compelling patterns of symbol and image. Later in the twenti-
eth century, poststructuralists would prefer to see Jane Eyre as an unre-
solved and indeterminate text, challenging and even ‘plotting against’
the reader with plural interpretive possibilities. Feminists have hailed
Jane Eyre as a novel about the travails of womanhood; Marxists have
weighed its class allegiances; postcolonial critics have interrogated the
place of empire and the question of slavery in the text. After almost two
centuries of critical readings, basic questions about Jane Eyre still stimu-
late violent disagreement. Is it a radical novel or a conservative one, a
realist novel or a tissue of wild improbabilities, a distinctively female
novel or a novel that disrupts assumptions about gender? Critical opin-
ion even remains undecided about Jane Eyre’s literary merit: the novelist
Angela Carter (1940-92) has suggested, with affection, that ‘of all the
great novels in the world, Jane Eyre veers the closest towards trash’.’

This guide traces the history of critical responses to Jane Eyre from
its first publication to the present day, offering an account of the key
figures, ideas, and movements that have shaped analysis of this extraor-
dinary book. It aims both to summarise significant texts and ideas in an
accessible fashion, providing a thorough introduction to the field, and
to offer a bibliographic base from which readers will feel inspired to
launch their own critical reading and writing.

Chapter One presents the early history of Jane Eyre’s reception from
the first newspaper reviews to the end of the nineteenth century. It
uncovers the controversy between those who hymned the praises of
the novel and those who found it immoral, irreligious, and politically
subversive. It then describes how responses to Jane Eyre changed once
the author’s gender and life history became common knowledge and
how Jane Eyre was gradually assimilated into the literary canon — a
mixed blessing. Chapter Two looks at a particular issue that has beset
interpretations of Jane Eyre — the intense subjectivity of Jane’s narrative
voice. It traces the differing views of Jane Eyre’s narrative method, tone,
and style that were current in the early, mid, and late twentieth century,
showing how critical trends from formalism to deconstruction have
produced wholly different interpretations of Jane: as a mouthpiece
for Charlotte Bronté; a figure in an elemental allegory; an unreli-
able, even vengeful narrator; or an unknowable construct, a vanish-
ing point in the text. Chapter Three discusses the rich history of
feminist responses to Jane Eyre, explaining how the novel came to
be regarded as a ‘cult text’ of feminism, with “The Madwoman in
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the Attic’ — a reading of Bertha as Jane’s angry double by Sandra M.
Gilbert (born 1936) and Susan Gubar (born 1944) — becoming a short-
hand for female repression under systems of patriarchal power. It airs
disagreements between feminists about whether Jane Eyre’s ending
delivers the heroine to self-fulfilment, or not, and modern feminist
responses to the critical accusation that traditional celebratory femi-
nist readings ignore the politics of class and race in the text. Chapter
Four examines Marxist and materialist interpretations, highlighting
the history of conflict between readings of Jane Eyre as a novel that
consolidates the relationship between the middle classes and the gen-
try and readings that see it as a novel of radical protest that allies itself
with workers, rebels, and the oppressed. Chapter Five introduces post-
colonial criticism, which argues for the submerged but crucial role of
discourses of race and Empire in Jane Eyre, while Chapter Six treats the
‘turn towards history’ in Jane Eyre in the wake of New Historicism.
This chapter explores readings that are particularly attentive to the
social and cultural context of which Jane Eyre is part, emphasising the
text’s embeddedness in contemporary debate about topics including
the new science of psychology, the ideology of evangelical education,
and the role of the female artist. Chapter Seven looks at recent analysis
of Jane Eyre’s ‘afterlives’ — its history of re-production and adaptation
in multiple media.

Hundreds of books and articles have been written about Jane Eyre
and this guide is necessarily not exhaustive. Rather, it selects, summa-
rises, and contextualises the most significant and illustrative readings
produced by each era and critical methodology, highlighting trends in
Jane Eyre’s reception and interpretation and significant issues and areas
of debate. One of the qualities that ensures Jane Eyre’s perennial appeal is
its passion. Jane speaks directly to the reader: ‘Many will blame me, no
doubt’, she provocatively announces, and, later, ‘Reader, I forgave him
on the spot’. Lucasta Miller feels that Jane must be the most irresist-
ible first-person heroine in literature’.!” To Doreen Roberts, however,
she is ‘a fiercely Protestant, chauvinistic, and self-righteous heroine’,
whose discourse is marked by distortion." Jane’s voice, with its fiery
ardour and cool antagonism, moves critics to equally heated praise and
icy detraction, often bringing out their best lines. This book samples
and discusses the many dialogues that Jane Eyre has inspired over the
years. I hope that the reader will find listening to and joining in these
critical conversations as surprising, entertaining, and illuminating as I
have done.
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