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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

The Casebook series, launched in 1968, has become a well-regarded library of critical studies. The central concern of the series remains the ‘single-author’ volume, but suggestions from the academic community have led to an extension of the original plan, to include occasional volumes on such general themes as literary ‘schools’ and genres.

Each volume in the central category deals either with one well-known and influential work by an individual author, or with closely related works by one writer. The main section consists of critical readings, mostly modern, collected from books and journals. A selection of reviews and comments by the author’s contemporaries is also included, and sometimes comment from the author himself. The Editor’s introduction charts the reputation of the work or works from the first appearance to the present time.

Volumes in the ‘general themes’ category are variable in structure but follow the basic purpose of the series in presenting an integrated selection of readings, with an Introduction which explores the theme and discusses the literary and critical issues involved.

A single volume can represent no more than a small selection of critical opinions. Some critics are excluded for reasons of space, and it is hoped that readers will pursue the suggestions for further reading in the Select Bibliography. Other contributions are severed from their original context, to which some readers may wish to turn. Indeed, if they take a hint from the critics represented here, they certainly will.

A. E. DYSON
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INTRODUCTION

Of Charlotte Brontë’s four novels, three, Jane Eyre (1847), Shirley (1849) and Villette (1853), were published in her lifetime, and one, The Professor (1857), posthumously, although it was finished and sent on its unsuccessful tour of the publishers during 1846 to 1847. In 1853 as approving reviews of Villette began to accumulate, Charlotte recognised that it was with this third novel and with Jane Eyre that she had kindled her readers’ strongest interest and admiration. Shirley had been in general respectfully received, but most people had found it a disappointment after the riveting narrative of its best-selling predecessor. This preference for Jane Eyre and Villette still persists, though critical opinion about their relative merits has varied over the years. By the ‘ordinary’ reader, however, Jane Eyre is unquestionably better known and more warmly liked. The qualities which ensured its early success still ensure responsive audiences for the numerous adaptations which have been made of it for the stage, the cinema and television. It has been read in instalments over the air and studied regularly at school. Most people at least know it by name, as they know the title of Wuthering Heights, the single novel published by Charlotte’s sister Emily. It continues to command popular attention because of the skill of its first-person narrative, the brusque appeal of its larger-than-life hero, Mr Rochester, and the Cinderella-like triumph of its ‘plain, poor and little’ but still passionate governess-heroine Jane.

Villette is an unlikely candidate for this kind of popularity, for it substitutes for that novel’s strong colouring the self-discipline of a heroine whose destiny it is always to suffer in silence, and ruthlessly holds in check any tendency to indulge the more genial Märchen elements with which so many novelists have soothed their readers. But sombre as it is, Lucy Snowe’s autobiographical narrative has its own powerful appeal. A recent television adaptation has shown that the characters and the setting of the story can still compel a modern audience. It is easy to see why Charlotte’s more serious-minded admirers welcomed this book, which restored to them the narrative skills of Jane Eyre but eliminated melodrama in the interests of sobriety and self-discipline. Some later Victorian readers thought less highly of Villette than their predecessors had done (see below, pp. 31, 143, 154), but it has regained its importance for many modern students of the Brontës, who see in it the successful outcome of its author’s struggle to come to terms with ‘reality’ as against ‘romance’. Such a struggle is a characteristic expression of one kind of romanticism, and it is with the work of the Brontës as writers in the Romantic tradition that modern professional critics, as distinct from non-literary enthusiasts, have so often been concerned. Their differences of opinion about Jane Eyre and Villette – and about Charlotte’s literary standing generally – are frequently linked with this interest.


Charlotte was born on 21 April 1816, as the third child of the Reverend Patrick Brontë and his wife Maria. Her two elder sisters, Maria and Elizabeth, died in childhood; she was to commemorate Maria in Jane Eyre as Helen Burns, a portrait which impressed many of her earliest readers. There were three other children: Patrick Branwell Brontë, the only son, born in 1817; Emily Jane Brontë, born on 30 July 1818, the most puzzling and for many readers the most original member of the family; and Anne Brontë, born on 17 January 1820, whose two novels, Agnes Grey (1847) and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848), reflect the Brontë image faintly in a mirror of piety. The six young children lost their mother in the autumn of 1821, and less than four years afterwards Maria and Elizabeth were dead too; so Charlotte had only just reached her teens when she shouldered family responsibilities. In the subsequent course of their short lives (the family disease of tuberculosis killed Emily in December 1848 and Anne in the following May), it was she who planned for herself and her sisters, trying to get them adequately equipped to earn their living by teaching, and later spurring them on to make something of their unique creative gifts by seeking a publisher for their various literary enterprises.

Their father was not appealed to for practical help, since he remained a remote and somewhat eccentric figure who usually spent his time in his study at the parsonage preparing his sermons and reading his books. But he transmitted to his talented children the imaginative inheritance of his Irish Celtic ancestry and his feeling for the value of self-education and things of the mind. He was to become deeply proud of his eldest surviving daughter, gathering together in later years all the reviews of her novels and reading them over to himself in his solitary room. He had a long while in which to reflect sadly upon her, for he died in 1861 aged eighty-four, while she died in March 1855 aged thirty-nine, having managed in the eight years since publishing Jane Eyre to complete two further novels and to experience a few months of marriage to the Reverend Arthur Nicholls, her father’s curate since 1845. He had first proposed in 1852, but there were delays because of her own misgivings and her father’s disapproval. At last the old man was persuaded to relent and the marriage took place in June 1854. Within the year, Charlotte succumbed to a painful illness associated with her pregnancy. Some time during that year, she read aloud to her husband the fragment of a new story, now known to us as ‘Emma’. It was first published in the Cornhill Magazine for April 1860, with an introduction by Thackeray, whom she had so greatly admired and to whom she had dedicated the second edition of Jane Eyre.



Charlotte’s staunch struggles against odds reached an important stage when she began to cast about for the means of making a livelihood for herself and her sisters. They had little money, a common want in the families of most country clergymen. They were not physically robust – Charlotte herself was undersized, subject to nervous headaches and depression, and, in particularly bad times, managed to keep going, one feels, only because of the indomitable will and sense of principle which she shared with her sisters. Above all, a farouche reserve and unworldliness existed in each sister side by side with remarkable creative gifts. Their limitations were linked with their genius. The sisters’ reserve and unworldliness, for example, were heightened by the very conditions which helped to stimulate their creative imagination, that is the wild beauty and isolation of the Yorkshire moors which surrounded their parsonage home at Haworth and where they spent the happiest and freest hours of their childhood and youth. Moreover their physical seclusion helped to foster their intellectual activity. They read widely, drawing on their father’s store of books; on the library in the Yorkshire town of Keighley, some few miles away; and on the regularly arriving newspapers and periodicals, notably Blackwood’s Magazine, which kept them up to date with its articles, reviews and stories (many of these stories appearing throughout the 1830s and 1840s were strongly ‘Gothick’ in feeling). They knew most of the older authors, including Shakespeare, and were strongly affected by the writers of the period of Romanticism into which they were born, especially Wordsworth, Byron and Scott – ‘For fiction – read Scott alone’, Charlotte once told her school friend Ellen Nussey.1 Romantic influences are pronounced in their celebrated childhood fantasies: the cycle of stories centred on the imaginary kingdom of Angria and its ‘burning clime’, which Charlotte and her brother Branwell created together, and which continued to absorb her in her early twenties, and the companion cycle centred on the imaginary realm of Gondal, created by Emily and Anne, and of which only poems ascribed by Emily to various wildly passionate inhabitants of that colourful region now survive.2 We know too that by the 1830s Charlotte had extended her, reading to take in contemporary French fiction. She found, it is true, many of these French novels ‘unprincipled’, but they interested her deeply, especially those by George Sand (see below, pp. 161–2), whose dithyrambic celebrations of freedom moved many Victorian readers besides the Brontës. Several of Charlotte’s early reviewers found in her heroines resemblances to those of George Sand, and various French elements in her manner and style were singled out by critics of the Brontës throughout the nineteenth century.

It was, indeed, to a French-speaking country that Charlotte turned in 1842, when – after each sister had experienced loneliness and hardship while teaching in school or filling the post of governess in a private family – she decided to take Emily with her to the Pension Heger in Brussels as a preparation for their cherished but unrealistic project of setting up their own school in the parsonage at Haworth. The decision to go abroad had far-reaching effects, for her experiences during the two years which she spent there as pupil and teacher were to provide staple materials for her four novels. Her strongest emotions were aroused by the arresting personality of M. Heger himself, for whom she conceived an unreciprocated passion. His qualities she worked and reworked in her principal male figures, from her early sketches in The Professor to the mature recreation of this first novel in Villette.

What happened when the sisters were together again at the parsonage in 1845 is a well known story. The facts were first recorded by Charlotte herself in her Biographical Notice for the memorial edition of Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey, published in 1850, which outlines the sequence of events from her accidental discovery of Emily’s poems in the autumn of 1845 to the transformation of Charlotte, Emily and Anne Brontë into ‘Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell’, jointly authors of the little volume of Poems which appeared in 1846, and individually of Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey, which were published towards the end of 1847. Charlotte recognised that Emily’s poetry deserved to be published, fought – with Anne’s quiet support – to overcome Emily’s fierce distaste for publicity by setting out for inspection her own and Anne’s verses, and took every practical measure to ensure that the three sisters should together realise their ‘early cherished … dream of one day becoming authors’. They chose their ‘ambiguous’ pseudonyms, she tells us in the same ‘Notice’, because they had scruples about ‘assuming Christian names positively masculine’ and at the same time,


… did not like to declare ourselves women, because … we had a vague impression that authoresses are liable to be looked on with
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