Jane Eyre and Jane’s Heirs:  the Life and Afterlife of a Victorian Icon

Mary E. Finn, Distinguished Senior Lecturer, Department of English

Charlotte Bronte loathed Jane Austen for her lack of passion; Charlotte Bronte, in turn, was deemed coarse and vulgar by some contemporary critics.  In six sessions we will trace the trajectory of Bronte’s novel, Jane Eyre, from the time of its publication to the present, when it is still an iconic text. But we will begin with Austen’s Northanger Abbey, to study Austin’s send-up of the Gothic novel genre before moving to the more serious appropriation of that genre in Jane Eyre (and maybe to irritate Bronte just a little on behalf of Austen!).  We will then spend two weeks on Jane Eyre, the novel, its reception, and its literary fate in the 20th  century.  In week four I will talk about literary appropriations, in particular Wide Sargasso Sea by Jean Rhys.  The ground-breaking critical text, Madwoman in the Attic by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar will be the focus of week five.  In week six we will look at Jane Eyre through the lens of popular culture, and draw some conclusions about Jane Eyre and its eponymous character Jane Eyre in the 21st century.  

1. Northanger Abbey was the first novel Austen wrote, and the last she published (posthumously).  Literary allusions abound, most especially to the Gothic novel tradition that produced such works as The Mysteries of Udolpho, which Northanger Abbey’s heroine devours with relish.  What are the conventions of gothic novels, which Charlotte Bronte will also exploit?  And why does Charlotte Bronte hate Jane Austen?  Please read Northanger Abbey.
2. Jane Eyre was published in 1847; in 1848 Elizabeth Rigby sniffed about Jane Eyre’s popularity in The London Quarterly Review:  “[I]n these days of extravagant adoration of all that bears the stamp of novelty and originality, sheer rudeness and vulgarity have come in for a most mistaken worship.”  In this first talk on the novel I will focus on how the novel came about, and its reception.  Please read Jane Eyre. 

3. Bronte wrote a feisty preface to the second edition of Jane Eyre, to take on people like Elizabeth Rigby.  I will talk about that preface and the convention of the preface that both Charlotte and her sister Ann used to engage readers and critics in the days before twitter feeds.  I will also trace the demise of Jane Eyre’s literary reputation throughout the 20th century, and the forces that caused that decline. Please read or reread the Preface. 

4. In 1966 Jean Rhys wrote Wide Sargasso Sea, an imagined prequel to Jane Eyre.  Anticipating some critical trends in 1980s and 1990s, when assumptions about race and colonialism in nineteenth-century novels came under scrutiny.  I will talk about the novel and Rhys as more context for Jane Eyre in the later 20th century, as novel’s literary reputation starts to recover.  Please read Wide Sargasso Sea.
5. In 1979 English professors Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar published Mad Woman in the Attic, which challenged and changed academic criticism of iconic nineteenth century British literature, most especially Jane Eyre.  Madwoman in the Attic is now itself iconic, and also –inevitably --the target of criticism and claims that its methods of analysis are outmoded.  Like Bronte, Gilbert and Gubar wrote a preface to their next edition, 20 years later.  I will talk about the history of and context for this important if flawed study that helped secure a place of prominence for Bronte and other nineteenth-century female writers.  

6. There have been film adaptations of Jane Eyre since days of silent film; thus far the most recent film adaptation came out in 2011.  And in this time of sadly declining interest in the humanities, Jane Eyre can still draw a crowd, at least of women.  We’ll look at the trajectory of adaptations, appropriations, etc, They are all interpretations, after all, revealing as much about the interpreter as the text being interpreted. 

