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      Context

      
      Charlotte Brontë was born in Yorkshire, England on
         April 21, 1816 to
         Maria Branwell and Patrick Brontë. 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
         recognized that her dream of starting her own school was not immediately
         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, Charlotte recruited
         her sisters to join her in more serious preparation for the establishment
         of a school.
      

      
      Although the Brontës’ school was unsuccessful, their literary 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 eventually led Emily,
         Anne, and Charlotte to careers as novelists. As adults, Charlotte
         suggested that she, Anne, and Emily collaborate on a book of poems.
         The three sisters published under male pseudonyms: Charlotte’s was
         Currer Bell, while Emily and Anne wrote as Ellis and Acton Bell,
         respectively. When the poetry volume 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 critically 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 sisters
         at Cowan Bridge. The hypocritical religious fervor of the headmaster,
         Mr. Brocklehurst, is based in part on that of the Reverend 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 dissolution is most likely modeled upon the
         life of Charlotte Brontë’s brother Branwell, who slid into opium
         and alcohol addictions in the years preceding his death. Finally,
         like Charlotte, Jane becomes a governess—a 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 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 Adèle’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 experiences, Jane becomes the mature 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 became 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 lingering
         sense of fantasy and mystery to the novel.
      

      
      After the success of Jane Eyre, Charlotte
         revealed her identity 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.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      Jane 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, telling
         her stories and singing songs to her. One day, as punishment 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 herself 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 miseries 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 attracting attention to the insalubrious
         conditions at Lowood. After 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 Thornfield, where
         she teaches a lively French girl named Adèle. 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 himself 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 witness 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 alternatively
         called Marsh End and Moor House take her in. Their names are Mary, Diana,
         and St. John (pronounced “Sinjin”) Rivers, and 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 declaring
         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 hurries back to Thornfield
         and finds that it has been burned to the ground by Bertha Mason,
         who lost her life in the fire. Rochester 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 Rochester 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.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Jane Eyre - The
            protagonist and narrator of the novel, Jane is an intelligent, honest,
            plain-featured young girl forced to contend with oppression, inequality,
            and hardship. Although she meets with a series of individuals who threaten
            her autonomy, Jane repeatedly succeeds at asserting herself and
            maintains her principles of justice, human dignity, and morality.
            She also values intellectual and emotional fulfillment. Her strong
            belief in gender and social equality challenges the Victorian prejudices
            against women and the poor.
         

      

      
      
         Edward Rochester -  Jane’s employer and the master of Thornfield, Rochester
            is a wealthy, passionate man with a dark secret that provides much
            of the novel’s suspense. Rochester is unconventional, ready to set
            aside polite manners, propriety, and consideration of social class
            in order to interact with Jane frankly and directly. He is rash
            and impetuous and has spent much of his adult life roaming about
            Europe in an attempt to avoid the consequences of his youthful indiscretions.
            His problems are partly the result of his own recklessness, but
            he is a sympathetic figure because he has suffered for so long as
            a result of his early marriage to Bertha.
         

      

      
      
         St. John Rivers -  Along with his sisters, Mary and Diana, St. John (pronounced
            “Sinjin”) serves as Jane’s benefactor after she runs away from Thornfield,
            giving her food and shelter. The minister at Morton, St. John is
            cold, reserved, and often controlling in his interactions with others.
            Because he is entirely alienated from his feelings and devoted solely
            to an austere ambition, St. John serves as a foil to Edward Rochester.
         

      

      
      
         Mrs. Reed  - Mrs.
            Reed is Jane’s cruel aunt, who raises her at Gateshead Hall until
            Jane is sent away to school at age ten. Later in her life, Jane
            attempts reconciliation with her aunt, but the old woman continues
            to resent her because her husband had always loved Jane more than his
            own children.
         

      

      
      
         Bessie Lee - The
            maid at Gateshead, Bessie is the only figure in Jane’s childhood
            who regularly treats her kindly, telling her stories and singing
            her songs. Bessie later marries Robert Leaven, the Reeds’ coachman.
         

      

      
      
         Mr. Lloyd - Mr.
            Lloyd is the Reeds’ apothecary, who suggests that Jane be sent away
            to school. Always kind to Jane, Mr. Lloyd writes a letter to Miss
            Temple confirming Jane’s story about her childhood and clearing
            Jane of Mrs. Reed’s charge that she is a liar.
         

      

      
      
         Georgiana Reed -  Georgiana
            Reed is Jane’s cousin and one of Mrs. Reed’s two daughters. The
            beautiful Georgiana treats Jane cruelly when they are children,
            but later in their lives she befriends her cousin and confides in
            her. Georgiana attempts to elope with a man named Lord Edwin Vere,
            but her sister, Eliza, alerts Mrs. Reed of the arrangement and sabotages
            the plan. After Mrs. Reed dies, Georgiana marries a wealthy man.
         

      

      
      
         Eliza Reed - Eliza
            Reed is Jane’s cousin and one of Mrs. Reed’s 
            two daughters (along with her sister, Georgiana). 
            Not as beautiful as her sister, Eliza devotes herself somewhat self-righteously
            to the church and eventually goes to a convent in France where she
            becomes the Mother Superior.
         

      

      
      
         John Reed - John
            Reed is Jane’s cousin, Mrs. Reed’s son, and brother to Eliza and
            Georgiana. John treats Jane with appalling cruelty during their
            childhood and later falls into a life of drinking and gambling.
            John commits suicide midway through the novel when his mother ceases
            to pay his debts for him.
         

      

      
      
         Helen Burns - 
            Helen Burns is Jane’s close friend at the Lowood School. She endures
            her miserable life there with a passive dignity that Jane cannot
            understand. Helen dies of consumption in Jane’s arms.
         

      

      
      
         Mr. Brocklehurst -  The cruel, hypocritical master of the Lowood School,
            Mr. Brocklehurst preaches a doctrine of privation, while stealing
            from the school to support his luxurious lifestyle. After a typhus
            epidemic sweeps Lowood, Brocklehurst’s shifty and dishonest practices are
            brought to light and he is publicly discredited.
         

      

      
      
         Maria Temple -  Maria
            Temple is a kind teacher at Lowood, who treats Jane and Helen with
            respect and compassion. Along with Bessie Lee, she serves as one
            of Jane’s first positive female role models. Miss Temple helps clear Jane
            of Mrs. Reed’s accusations against her.
         

      

      
      
         Miss Scatcherd -  Jane’s
            sour and vicious teacher at Lowood, Miss Scatcherd behaves with
            particular cruelty toward Helen.
         

      

      
      
         Alice Fairfax -  Alice
            Fairfax is the housekeeper at Thornfield Hall. She is the first
            to tell Jane that the mysterious laughter often heard echoing through
            the halls is, in fact, the laughter of Grace Poole—a lie that Rochester
            himself often repeats.
         

      

      
      
         Bertha Mason -  Rochester’s
            clandestine wife, Bertha Mason is a formerly beautiful and wealthy
            Creole woman who has become insane, violent, and bestial. She lives
            locked in a secret room on the third story of Thornfield and is guarded
            by Grace Poole, whose occasional bouts of inebriation sometimes
            enable Bertha to escape. Bertha eventually burns down Thornfield,
            plunging to her death in the flames.
         

      

      
      
         Grace Poole -  Grace
            Poole is Bertha Mason’s keeper at Thornfield, whose drunken carelessness
            frequently allows Bertha to escape. When Jane first arrives at Thornfield, 
            Mrs. Fairfax attributes to Grace all evidence of 
            Bertha’s misdeeds.
         

      

      
      
         Adèle Varens -  Jane’s
            pupil at Thornfield, Adèle Varens is a lively though somewhat spoiled
            child from France. Rochester brought her to Thornfield after her
            mother, Celine, abandoned her. Although Celine was once Rochester’s mistress,
            he does not believe himself to be Adèle’s father.
         

      

      
      
         Celine Varens -  Celine
            Varens is a French opera dancer with whom Rochester once had an
            affair. Although Rochester does not believe Celine’s claims that
            he fathered her daughter Adèle, he nonetheless brought the girl
            to England when Celine abandoned her. Rochester had broken off his
            relationship with Celine after learning that Celine was unfaithful
            to him and interested only in his money.
         

      

      
      
         Sophie - Sophie
            is Adèle’s French nurse at Thornfield.
         

      

      
      
         Richard Mason -  Richard
            Mason is Bertha’s brother. During a 
            visit to Thornfield, he is injured by his mad sister. 
            After learning of Rochester’s intent to marry Jane, Mason arrives
            with the solicitor Briggs in order to thwart the wedding and reveal
            the truth of Rochester’s prior marriage.
         

      

      
      
         Mr. Briggs -  John
            Eyre’s attorney, Mr. Briggs helps Richard Mason prevent Jane’s wedding
            to Rochester when he learns of the existence of Bertha Mason, Rochester’s
            wife. After John Eyre’s death, Briggs searches for Jane in order
            to give her her inheritance.
         

      

      
      
         Blanche Ingram -  Blanche
            Ingram is a beautiful socialite who despises Jane and hopes to
            marry Rochester for his money.
         

      

      
      
         Diana Rivers -  Diana
            Rivers is Jane’s cousin, and the sister of St. John and Mary. Diana
            is a kind and intelligent person, and she urges Jane not to go to
            India with St. John. She serves as a model for Jane of an intellectually
            gifted and independent woman.
         

      

      
      
         Mary Rivers -  Mary
            Rivers is Jane’s cousin, the sister of St. John and Diana. Mary
            is a kind and intelligent young woman who is forced to work as a
            governess after her father loses his fortune. Like her sister, she
            serves as a model for Jane of an independent woman who is also able
            to maintain close relationships with others and a sense of meaning
            in her life.
         

      

      
      
         Rosamond Oliver -  Rosamond is the beautiful daughter of Mr. Oliver,
            Morton’s wealthiest inhabitant. Rosamond gives money to the school
            in Morton where Jane works. Although she is in love with St. John,
            she becomes engaged to the wealthy Mr. Granby.
         

      

      
      
         John Eyre - John
            Eyre is Jane’s uncle, who leaves her his vast fortune of 20,000 pounds.
         

      

      
      
         Uncle Reed - Uncle Reed is Mrs. Reed’s late husband. In her childhood, Jane believes
            that she feels the presence of his ghost. Because he was always
            fond of Jane and her mother (his sister), Uncle Reed made his wife
            promise that she would raise Jane as her own child. It is a promise
            that Mrs. Reed does not keep.
         

      

   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Jane Eyre

         
         The development of Jane Eyre’s character is central to
            the novel. From the beginning, Jane possesses a sense of her self-worth
            and dignity, a commitment to justice and principle, a trust in God,
            and a passionate disposition. Her integrity is continually tested
            over the course of the novel, and Jane must learn to balance the
            frequently conflicting aspects of herself so as to find contentment.
         

         
         An orphan since early childhood, Jane feels exiled and
            ostracized at the beginning of the novel, and the cruel treatment
            she receives from her Aunt Reed and her cousins only exacerbates
            her feeling of alienation. Afraid that she will never find a true
            sense of home or community, Jane feels the need to belong somewhere,
            to find “kin,” or at least “kindred spirits.” This desire tempers
            her equally intense need for autonomy and freedom.
         

         
         In her search for freedom, Jane also struggles with the
            question of what type of freedom she wants. While Rochester initially
            offers Jane a chance to liberate her passions, Jane comes to realize
            that such freedom could also mean enslavement—by living as Rochester’s
            mistress, she would be sacrificing her dignity and integrity for the
            sake of her feelings. St. John Rivers offers Jane another kind of freedom:
            the freedom to act unreservedly on her principles. He opens to Jane
            the possibility of exercising her talents fully by working and living
            with him in India. Jane eventually realizes, though, that this freedom
            would also constitute a form of imprisonment, because she would
            be forced to keep her true feelings and her true passions always
            in check.
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