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    A young man’s struggle to secure dignity through work, love, and self-command gives this novel its steady, searching force. Charlotte Brontë’s The Professor occupies a distinctive place within nineteenth-century fiction because it joins the outward story of employment and independence to an inward drama of feeling, judgment, and moral endurance. Though it lacks the fame of Jane Eyre, the book reveals many of the concerns that would define Brontë’s achievement: the pressure of class, the complexities of desire, the value of self-respect, and the difficult effort to build a life in an unequal world. Its apparent simplicity conceals a carefully sustained inquiry into ambition, vulnerability, and character.

The Professor was Charlotte Brontë’s first completed novel, written before the works that established her reputation, yet it was published only after her death in 1857. That publication history has shaped the book’s critical life. Readers often encounter it in relation to the later novels, especially because it allows them to see Brontë developing themes and methods she would refine elsewhere. At the same time, The Professor stands on its own as a disciplined and revealing work. It offers an early and important example of Brontë’s interest in the relation between social circumstance and private feeling, and it demonstrates her confidence in rendering intense interior experience through precise observation.

Brontë wrote during the Victorian period, when the English novel was becoming a major form for examining work, education, gender, religion, and class. The Professor participates fully in that world while also departing from some of its expectations. Instead of centering a heroine, Brontë tells her story through a male first-person narrator, William Crimsworth. This choice is striking and central to the book’s design. Through William’s voice, the novel considers masculine identity not as triumph or authority but as something tested by economic dependence, social rivalry, and emotional restraint. The result is a narrative that feels both grounded in its time and unexpectedly challenging in perspective.

The novel’s premise is direct and compelling. William Crimsworth, a young Englishman of modest means and uncertain prospects, seeks to make his way in the world after difficult circumstances at home. His efforts lead him first into employment that proves constraining and then to Brussels, where he becomes a teacher. In that new setting, the novel opens onto questions of language, culture, education, and personal advancement. Brontë uses the school environment not merely as a backdrop but as a social arena in which power, observation, and self-presentation matter intensely. The plot’s early movement thus establishes both practical stakes and emotional tension without depending on sensational devices.

Part of the novel’s lasting interest lies in the clarity with which it studies labor. In The Professor, work is not ornamental background but the condition through which the protagonist seeks independence and self-definition. Brontë treats employment as morally and psychologically formative, showing how professional life can expose humiliation, sharpen perception, and create the possibility of earned respect. This seriousness about ordinary effort gives the book a realism that continues to speak to modern readers. The desire to find meaningful work, to escape degrading circumstances, and to claim one’s worth through discipline remains recognizable, and Brontë approaches these pressures with unusual steadiness and intelligence.

The book also matters because it reveals Brontë’s command of voice. William’s narration is controlled, observant, and often deliberately restrained, yet beneath that surface runs a current of intensity. Brontë uses the first-person form to register subtle shifts in pride, resentment, attraction, and resolve. In doing so, she contributes to the development of the psychological novel, a form in which consciousness itself becomes a subject of drama. Her attention to inward conflict influenced the broader tradition of fiction that values close analysis of motive and feeling. Even when The Professor is read as an apprentice work, its handling of perspective shows a writer already shaping the novel into an instrument of interior truth.

Its classic status rests not only on historical interest but on enduring literary power. Brontë brings together sharp social observation and emotional seriousness in prose that remains lucid and purposeful. The novel addresses hierarchy, prejudice, loneliness, and the search for companionship without losing sight of individual agency. Such themes have kept it alive for readers who return to Victorian fiction not simply for period atmosphere but for insight into persistent human problems. A classic endures because it can still generate fresh recognition, and The Professor continues to do so by dramatizing the friction between social limits and personal aspiration in a voice at once measured and deeply invested.

The Professor also illuminates Brontë’s broader significance in literary history. Her fiction helped expand the range of what the novel could represent by giving unprecedented authority to intense inward life, especially in relation to social constraint. Later writers interested in consciousness, desire, and the moral complexity of ordinary experience found in Brontë’s work a powerful example of how private feeling could command public literary form. This novel, though less celebrated than her later books, belongs to that legacy. It shows her experimenting with themes and situations that would resonate widely, and it contributes to the understanding of her influence on psychological realism and the tradition of the bildungsroman.

Another source of the book’s continuing value is its international setting. By moving part of the narrative from England to Brussels, Brontë widens the social and cultural frame of the story. The change of scene introduces questions of language, nationality, and adaptation, while also sharpening the protagonist’s sense of himself as an outsider. Brontë had direct experience of Brussels, and the novel’s attention to educational institutions and cross-cultural encounters gains force from that connection. Without turning the setting into mere exotic decoration, she uses it to test perception and character. The result is a work that is at once specifically located and attentive to the broader movement of people, ideas, and ambitions across borders.

Readers often note that The Professor rewards attention precisely because of its relative austerity. It does not seek grandeur at every turn; instead, it builds its effects through accumulation, contrast, and sustained scrutiny of motive. That composure can make the novel especially revealing. Brontë allows tensions of class, authority, and affection to emerge through daily interactions and professional routines, trusting the reader to recognize their significance. In this respect, the novel anticipates later fiction that finds drama in ordinary structures of life. Its influence is not merely a matter of direct imitation but of example: it demonstrates how deeply a novel can probe experience without abandoning formal control.

To read The Professor now is to encounter a book deeply rooted in Victorian concerns yet unmistakably alive to modern ones. The pressures of precarious work, the wish to be valued for merit rather than position, the difficulty of preserving integrity within competitive systems, and the challenge of forming equal relationships all remain urgent. Brontë’s treatment of education and employment also speaks to contemporary interest in institutions as places where identity is shaped, tested, and sometimes distorted. Because the novel attends so carefully to the connection between external conditions and inner life, it continues to offer readers not a relic of the past but a serious conversation about selfhood under pressure.

For these reasons, The Professor deserves to be approached not as a curiosity beside Charlotte Brontë’s more famous titles but as a vital part of her achievement. It captures a writer in the act of defining concerns that would echo through later literature, while already presenting a coherent and affecting vision of struggle, discipline, and attachment. Its classic standing comes from this combination of historical importance and continuing readability. The novel reminds us that the quest for meaningful work, mutual respect, and inner steadiness is never confined to one century. That is why its appeal endures: it speaks with quiet firmness to readers still navigating the difficult terms of modern life.
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    Charlotte Brontë’s The Professor is a first-person novel centered on William Crimsworth, an Englishman of modest means who seeks independence through work rather than inherited advantage. Written before Brontë’s more famous novels and published after her death in 1857, it presents a restrained, observant account of a young man’s effort to establish himself in an often unwelcoming world. From the outset, the narrative emphasizes class, labor, and self-respect, tracing William’s dissatisfaction with dependence and his determination to shape his own future. The book’s perspective is practical and controlled, yet it steadily reveals the emotional pressures beneath its disciplined surface.

At the beginning, William’s relations with his family and social superiors define the problem he must overcome. He resists being confined by the expectations of relatives who hold greater power and position, and his early employment exposes the limits placed on someone without wealth or influence. These opening episodes establish the novel’s concern with personal merit in a society organized by rank and patronage. William’s situation is not merely financial; it is also psychological, since he must defend his dignity while learning how easily independence can be compromised. The narrative therefore frames work as both necessity and test of character.

Seeking a new beginning, William leaves England for Brussels, where much of the novel unfolds. His move abroad broadens the book’s scope, placing him in a multilingual, cosmopolitan setting that is both stimulating and morally ambiguous. There he enters the world of education, taking a post in a boys’ school and encountering systems of discipline, performance, and competition that mirror larger social hierarchies. Brontë uses this change of scene to examine the challenges of foreignness and adaptation. William is an outsider by nationality and temperament, and his observations of Belgian society shape the novel’s subtle study of cultural contrast.

In Brussels, William’s employer and the school environment become central to the unfolding conflict. Professional dependence again proves uneasy, as authority is exercised through surveillance, manipulation, and shifting loyalties. The school setting allows Brontë to explore education not as an abstract ideal but as a practical institution shaped by ego, commerce, and social ambition. William must navigate both overt demands and hidden tensions, learning that advancement depends not only on competence but also on reading character accurately. These experiences sharpen his skepticism and self-command, while also exposing the loneliness that can accompany a life built entirely on self-reliance.

As the narrative develops, William’s role expands through his connection to a girls’ school associated with his employer’s household. This part of the novel introduces a wider range of interpersonal dynamics and places questions of gender, authority, and moral judgment in sharper relief. Brontë contrasts outward polish with inward sincerity, showing how appearances can obscure motives in a tightly regulated social world. William remains a watchful narrator, often evaluating the people around him in exacting terms. Yet these encounters also challenge his assumptions, pushing him to distinguish between surface impressions and deeper qualities of mind and character.

Within this educational milieu, William becomes more closely acquainted with Frances Henri, a young teacher whose position is marked by vulnerability as well as determination. Their growing connection brings a quieter emotional thread into a novel otherwise dominated by work and observation. Frances is presented through her intelligence, industry, and desire for self-improvement, and her circumstances reflect many of the book’s larger concerns about dependency and social limitation. The developing relationship does not displace the professional plot; instead, it deepens it, linking affection with mutual respect and disciplined effort. Through these interactions, Brontë explores companionship as a form of ethical partnership.

The middle and later portions of the novel continue to balance external pressures with inward development. William faces obstacles tied to employment, reputation, and the complex motives of those who hold power over others. At the same time, his narrative voice reveals gradual change: although often guarded and severe, he becomes more capable of recognizing resilience and worth beyond conventional status. The Brussels setting remains crucial here, because its institutional routines and private intrigues keep testing the possibility of honest labor and genuine feeling. The novel’s tension lies less in sudden incident than in sustained negotiation with social and moral constraints.

Throughout The Professor, Brontë investigates themes that would recur elsewhere in her work, including the search for autonomy, the dignity of labor, and the difficulty of forming trustworthy human bonds within unequal systems. The book is also notable for its unusual choice of a male narrator, which shapes its emphasis on employment, discipline, and public identity. Even so, the novel’s emotional interests are closely tied to Brontë’s broader concerns with inner life and moral independence. Its measured style and realistic attention to daily effort distinguish it from more sensational fiction, giving ordinary professional experience unusual narrative seriousness.

In its closing movement, the novel continues to ask what kind of life can be built from perseverance, clear judgment, and mutual respect, while keeping its final outcomes closely tied to the values tested throughout the story. Without relying on dramatic revelation, Brontë presents a careful study of endurance in the face of class barriers, precarious employment, and emotional reserve. The Professor endures as an important early work because it reveals the foundations of Brontë’s mature interests in freedom, vocation, and integrity. Its broader significance lies in its sober affirmation that self-mastery and humane connection are hard won, yet deeply consequential.
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    Charlotte Brontë’s The Professor is set chiefly in Brussels in the 1830s, with an opening in industrial England, and it is framed by the institutions that dominated early nineteenth-century European life: the family, the school, the church, and the expanding middle-class marketplace. Published posthumously in 1857 but written earlier, probably in the mid-1840s, the novel looks back to a continent still shaped by the aftermath of the Napoleonic era. Its schools, boarding houses, counting houses, and drawing rooms reflect a world in which education was becoming a route to livelihood, religion remained socially powerful, and national borders mattered even as trade and travel connected Britain and Belgium more closely than before.

The book’s most direct historical setting is Belgium, a recently created state at the time Brontë knew it. The Belgian Revolution of 1830 separated the southern provinces from the United Kingdom of the Netherlands, and by the early 1830s Belgium had become an independent constitutional monarchy under Leopold I. Brussels, where much of The Professor takes place, was therefore a capital of a young nation defining itself between larger powers. Brontë’s use of Brussels registers this modern, transitional atmosphere: it is cosmopolitan, multilingual, commercially active, and marked by tensions between national identity and foreign influence, especially the presence of English visitors, teachers, and students.

Brontë’s own life strongly informs this context. In 1842 she and her sister Emily traveled to Brussels to study at the Pensionnat Heger, a girls’ school run by Constantin Heger and his wife Claire Zoé Parent Heger. Charlotte returned alone in 1843 to teach there. These experiences gave her detailed knowledge of Belgian school routines, urban life, and the emotional strain of a foreign posting. The Professor draws on that material while changing names and plot. Its value as historical context lies not in strict autobiography but in its grounded picture of expatriate labor, classroom discipline, and the cultural comparisons an English observer made in continental Europe.

The opening movement in England reflects another decisive historical force: industrial capitalism and the changing status of work. Early nineteenth-century Britain was marked by rapid factory growth, urban expansion, and the consolidation of commercial wealth. Brontë came from Yorkshire, a region deeply affected by textile production and industrial change. In The Professor, the protagonist’s dependence on employment rather than inherited property places him in the insecure world of clerks, tutors, and teachers, occupations that expanded with the economy but often carried low status. The novel thus echoes a society in which the middle classes were growing, yet many educated people still struggled to convert learning into economic independence.

This concern with employment links the novel to broader debates about class in the decades after the Reform Act of 1832. That measure widened parliamentary representation in Britain but left political power limited and unevenly distributed. Social hierarchy remained strong, and gentility without money was increasingly precarious. Brontë’s fiction repeatedly examines this mismatch between education, character, and social rank. In The Professor, professional identity becomes a test of self-command in a world where patronage, family connection, and property still matter. The novel does not present a political program, but it reflects the pressure of a society in which merit and discipline were praised even as established privilege continued to shape opportunity.

Education itself is central to the novel’s historical world. During the first half of the nineteenth century, schooling expanded in Britain and on the continent, but systems remained fragmented. In Britain there was no national framework for universal elementary education until later in the century, and many schools were private, denominational, or locally organized. In Belgium and France, Catholic institutions remained prominent, especially in girls’ education. The Professor’s attention to language instruction, classroom management, examinations, and the economics of private schools captures this mixed educational landscape. It shows learning as both an intellectual activity and a commercial service, bought by families seeking respectability and social advancement.

The prominence of a boys’ teacher and a girls’ school in the novel also reflects contemporary ideas about gender. Middle-class ideology in Britain often separated masculine public labor from feminine domestic virtue, yet economic reality required many women to work, especially as governesses, teachers, or schoolmistresses. Brontë knew these limited professional paths firsthand. The Professor registers this world by showing education as one of the few socially acceptable means by which women might earn a living while remaining within respectable boundaries. At the same time, the novel questions easy assumptions about refinement and submission, suggesting that intelligence, discipline, and endurance are not confined by conventional gender roles.

Religion is another major institution shaping the book. In the decades after Catholic emancipation in Britain in 1829 and amid recurrent debate about Protestant identity, anti-Catholic feeling remained widespread in English culture. Belgium, by contrast, was predominantly Roman Catholic, and Catholic clergy and convent education had visible social authority. Brontë’s fiction often reflects the suspicions many British Protestants directed toward Catholic ritual, confession, and ecclesiastical power. In The Professor, this background informs the atmosphere of certain scenes and character judgments. The novel therefore echoes a real nineteenth-century confessional divide while also revealing how religious difference could become entangled with national prejudice and moral interpretation.

Language and nationality are equally important to the historical setting. Brussels in the 1830s and 1840s was a city where French carried prestige in elite and educational settings, even though Dutch-speaking populations were central to Belgian society. For British visitors, French was both a practical necessity and a marker of cultivation. Brontë’s emphasis on language study, accent, translation, and verbal performance reflects a period when modern language teaching was increasingly marketable. The Professor uses these linguistic realities to explore power and belonging: fluency can create access, but it also exposes the foreigner’s dependence, reminding readers that education and social confidence were closely tied to command of culturally valued speech.

The novel’s urban settings also belong to a changing material world. By the 1830s and 1840s, European cities were being reshaped by improved roads, postal services, print culture, and, increasingly, railways. Belgium was an early railway pioneer on the continent, opening its first line in 1835 between Brussels and Mechelen. Although The Professor is not a technology-centered novel, it assumes a mobility that earlier generations had less readily enjoyed. Travel for study, work, and communication across the Channel had become more feasible for parts of the middle class. This expanding infrastructure helped make the foreign school, the commercial office, and the expatriate career believable features of ordinary modern life.

Print culture forms another essential backdrop. The 1840s were a period of vigorous magazine publication, circulating libraries, and three-volume novels in Britain. Brontë wrote in a literary marketplace that rewarded realism, moral seriousness, and distinctive voice, but it also imposed strong expectations about propriety and genre. The Professor was not accepted for publication during her lifetime; publishers turned instead to Jane Eyre, which appeared in 1847 under the pseudonym Currer Bell. That history matters because it places The Professor in relation to changing literary tastes. Its male first-person narration, restrained plot, and close attention to work and observation stand somewhat apart from the more sensational forms that often gained quicker notice.

Brontë’s use of a male narrator also belongs to the gender politics of authorship in the 1840s. Charlotte, Emily, and Anne Brontë first published as Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell in 1846, partly to avoid the prejudice then attached to women writers. Reviews of women’s fiction often judged not only the text but the author’s presumed femininity, morality, and propriety. In this context, The Professor’s narrative experiment can be read as engaging the conventions of authority available to male voices in print. Historically, that choice illuminates a literary culture in which women could publish successfully, yet often under scrutiny that shaped style, self-presentation, and the reception of serious social observation.

The book also reflects the nineteenth-century prestige of self-help before the phrase became famous through Samuel Smiles’s 1859 book. Long before that date, evangelical discipline, commercial morality, and liberal individualism had encouraged ideals of perseverance, sobriety, and self-improvement. In The Professor, advancement comes through labor, thrift, and professional competence rather than aristocratic rescue. This mirrors an era in which many middle-class readers valued narratives of earned independence. Yet Brontë’s treatment is not simply celebratory. By stressing humiliation, loneliness, and dependence on employers, she shows the emotional cost of a society that praised autonomy while offering limited security to those without money or powerful connections.

Another relevant context is the status of governesses and teachers in Victorian discourse. By the 1840s the governess had become a recognizable social figure in Britain: educated, respectable, and often isolated, positioned uneasily between servant and family member. Reformers and commentators noted the insecurity and low pay associated with such work. Although The Professor centers on a male teacher rather than a governess, it inhabits the same labor market of private education. Brontë’s detailed representation of lessons, wages, and institutional dependence belongs to a broader social reality in which teaching was feminized in some settings, underpaid in many, and crucial to the aspirations of households seeking cultural polish.

The cross-Channel perspective of the novel also reflects a wider nineteenth-century habit of comparing England with continental Europe. British travelers often represented the continent as at once attractive and morally suspect, sophisticated yet unstable. Such contrasts intensified after the French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars and persisted into Brontë’s lifetime. In The Professor, Brussels becomes a space for observing manners, religion, schooling, and gender relations from an English standpoint. Historically, these comparisons reveal the formation of national identity through contrast. The novel participates in that process, sometimes reproducing English assumptions, but it also complicates them by showing how foreign environments can expose the limitations and complacencies of the observer.

The chronology of composition further sharpens the book’s relation to history. Brontë likely drafted The Professor after her Brussels experiences and before the publication of Jane Eyre in 1847. Europe in these years was moving toward the revolutions of 1848, when demands for constitutional reform, national self-determination, and social change erupted across the continent, including unrest in the Belgian context. The novel does not dramatize those upheavals, but it belongs to the same pre-1848 atmosphere of mobility, tension, and institutional scrutiny. Its focus on authority within schools, on class anxiety, and on the search for secure professional identity resonates with a broader European world unsettled by modernization and political expectation.

Taken together, these contexts show The Professor as both a product of Brontë’s experience and a mirror of early Victorian and post-revolutionary Europe. Its schools, workplaces, and religious settings embody the pressures of a society organized by class, confession, gender norms, and commercial ambition. Its cross-national frame reveals how Britain understood itself in relation to a newly independent Belgium and a broader continental culture. Most importantly, the novel turns ordinary structures—employment, education, language, and respectability—into subjects of critical attention. Without relying on grand historical spectacle, it exposes the discipline and inequality built into everyday life, making it a subtle but pointed critique of the era it depicts.
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    Charlotte Brontë was an English novelist and poet of the early Victorian period whose work helped reshape the nineteenth-century novel through its psychological intensity, moral seriousness, and memorable first-person voice. Born in 1816 in Yorkshire, she wrote during a time of rapid industrial, social, and religious change, and her fiction often engages those pressures through intimate narratives of conscience, ambition, and emotional struggle. Although she published only a small body of fiction, her achievement was lasting. She is best known for novels that combine elements of realism, romance, and Gothic fiction, and for a prose style that brought unusual immediacy and inwardness to the representation of female experience.

Brontë’s early education included periods at school and substantial reading, experiences that informed both her literary imagination and her understanding of the limited options available to women of modest means. She also worked as a teacher and governess, occupations that later entered her fiction in transformed form. Her reading reflected the broad culture available to an ambitious Victorian writer, including the Bible, English poetry, historical writing, and prose fiction. Critics have often connected her work to Romantic inheritance, especially in its emotional force and attention to individual consciousness, while also placing it firmly within the developing realist novel of the mid-nineteenth century.

Before achieving recognition as a novelist, Brontë wrote poems and prose narratives over many years, developing a disciplined literary practice before publication. In 1846, a volume of poems by Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell appeared; the pseudonym Currer Bell was Brontë’s. The use of ambiguous pen names reflected the constraints facing women writers and the desire to have the work judged without immediate prejudice. The poetry volume attracted little notice, but it marked an important public beginning. Around the same period, she completed early fiction, including The Professor, which was not published until after her death, showing the persistence that preceded her breakthrough.

That breakthrough came in 1847 with Jane Eyre, published under the name Currer Bell. The novel was an immediate success and established Brontë as a major literary presence. Its compelling narrative voice, forceful moral perspective, and bold treatment of a young woman’s inner life distinguished it from much contemporary fiction. Readers and reviewers responded strongly, sometimes admiring its originality and power, sometimes objecting to what they saw as emotional excess or unconventional intensity. The book’s blend of social observation, spiritual conflict, and romance proved highly influential. It remains Brontë’s most widely read work and a central text in the history of the English novel.

Brontë followed Jane Eyre with Shirley in 1849 and Villette in 1853, confirming that her success was not accidental. Shirley, set partly against the background of industrial unrest in Yorkshire, broadened her range by engaging social conflict and community life while retaining her concern with inward moral experience. Villette, often regarded by critics as her most intricate novel, returned to a more concentrated first-person form and displayed remarkable control of tone, perception, and ambiguity. Across these books, Brontë worked in prose fiction rather than drama or essay as her principal public form, and she earned a reputation for intellectual seriousness, stylistic vigor, and emotional depth.

Brontë’s fiction is often discussed for its treatment of women’s work, education, dependence, and the quest for self-respect within restrictive social structures. Without turning her novels into abstract arguments, she gave unusual weight to female consciousness, moral agency, and the tension between desire and principle. Her narrators frequently seek dignity through labor, integrity, and clear-sighted self-knowledge, themes that connected with contemporary debates about gender and class. She also drew productively on Gothic atmospheres and Romantic intensity while grounding events in recognizable social settings. This fusion of inward drama and outward realism helped make her work distinctive to her first readers and to later generations.

In her later years, Brontë continued to write and to be recognized within literary circles, though her career was brief. She died in 1855, leaving a small but exceptionally influential body of work. The Professor appeared posthumously, adding to the record of her artistic development. Over time, her reputation has remained secure not only because of Jane Eyre but because Shirley and Villette continue to invite serious critical attention. Brontë’s legacy endures in studies of Victorian literature, women’s writing, and the novel of consciousness. Her work remains contemporary in its searching voice, ethical intensity, and insistence on the value of an independent inner life.
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This little book was written before either “Jane Eyre” or “Shirley,” and yet no indulgence can be solicited for it on the plea of a first attempt. A first attempt it certainly was not, as the pen which wrote it had been previously worn a good deal in a practice of some years. I had not indeed published anything before I commenced “The Professor,” but in many a crude effort, destroyed almost as soon as composed, I had got over any such taste as I might once have had for ornamented and redundant composition, and come to prefer what was plain and homely. At the same time I had adopted a set of principles on the subject of incident, &c., such as would be generally approved in theory, but the result of which, when carried out into practice, often procures for an author more surprise than pleasure.

I said to myself that my hero should work his way through life as I had seen real living men work theirs — that he should never get a shilling he had not earned — that no sudden turns should lift him in a moment to wealth and high station; that whatever small competency he might gain, should be won by the sweat of his brow; that, before he could find so much as an arbour to sit down in, he should master at least half the ascent of “the Hill of Difficulty;” that he should not even marry a beautiful girl or a lady of rank. As Adam’s son he should share Adam’s doom, and drain throughout life a mixed and moderate cup of enjoyment.

In the sequel, however, I find that publishers in general scarcely approved of this system, but would have liked something more imaginative and poetical — something more consonant with a highly wrought fancy, with a taste for pathos, with sentiments more tender, elevated, unworldly. Indeed, until an author has tried to dispose of a manuscript of this kind, he can never know what stores of romance and sensibility lie hidden in breasts he would not have suspected of casketing such treasures. Men in business are usually thought to prefer the real; on trial the idea will be often found fallacious: a passionate preference for the wild, wonderful, and thrilling — the strange, startling, and harrowing — agitates divers souls that show a calm and sober surface.

Such being the case, the reader will comprehend that to have reached him in the form of a printed book, this brief narrative must have gone through some struggles — which indeed it has. And after all, its worst struggle and strongest ordeal is yet to come but it takes comfort — subdues fear — leans on the staff of a moderate expectation — and mutters under its breath, while lifting its eye to that of the public,

“He that is low need fear no fall.”

CURRER BELL.

The foregoing preface was written by my wife with a view to the publication of “The Professor,” shortly after the appearance of “Shirley.” Being dissuaded from her intention, the authoress made some use of the materials in a subsequent work — “Villette,” As, however, these two stories are in most respects unlike, it has been represented to me that I ought not to withhold “The Professor” from the public. I have therefore consented to its publication.

A. B. NICHOLLS

Haworth Parsonage,

September 22nd, 1856.
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THE other day, in looking over my papers, I found in my desk the following copy of a letter, sent by me a year since to an old school acquaintance: —




“DEAR CHARLES,

“I think when you and I were at Eton[1] together, we were neither of us what could be called popular characters: you were a sarcastic, observant, shrewd, cold-blooded creature; my own portrait I will not attempt to draw, but I cannot recollect that it was a strikingly attractive one — can you? What animal magnetism drew thee and me together I know not; certainly I never experienced anything of the Pylades and Orestes sentiment for you, and I have reason to believe that you, on your part, were equally free from all romantic regard to me. Still, out of school hours we walked and talked continually together; when the theme of conversation was our companions or our masters we understood each other, and when I recurred to some sentiment of affection, some vague love of an excellent or beautiful object, whether in animate or inanimate nature, your sardonic coldness did not move me. I felt myself superior to that check THEN as I do NOW.

“It is a long time since I wrote to you, and a still longer time since I saw you. Chancing to take up a newspaper of your county the other day, my eye fell upon your name. I began to think of old times; to run over the events which have transpired since we separated; and I sat down and commenced this letter. What you have been doing I know not; but you shall hear, if you choose to listen, how the world has wagged with me.

“First, after leaving Eton, I had an interview with my maternal uncles, Lord Tynedale and the Hon. John Seacombe. They asked me if I would enter the Church[2], and my uncle the nobleman offered me the living of Seacombe, which is in his gift, if I would; then my other uncle, Mr. Seacombe, hinted that when I became rector of Seacombe-cum-Scaife, I might perhaps be allowed to take, as mistress of my house and head of my parish, one of my six cousins, his daughters, all of whom I greatly dislike.

“I declined both the Church and matrimony[1q]. A good clergyman is a good thing, but I should have made a very bad one. As to the wife — oh how like a nightmare is the thought of being bound for life to one of my cousins! No doubt they are accomplished and pretty; but not an accomplishment, not a charm of theirs, touches a chord in my bosom. To think of passing the winter evenings by the parlour fireside of Seacombe Rectory alone with one of them — for instance, the large and well-modelled statue, Sarah — no; I should be a bad husband, under such circumstances, as well as a bad clergyman.

“When I had declined my uncles’ offers they asked me ‘what I intended to do?’ I said I should reflect. They reminded me that I had no fortune, and no expectation of any, and, after a considerable pause, Lord Tynedale demanded sternly, ‘Whether I had thoughts of following my father’s steps and engaging in trade?’ Now, I had had no thoughts of the sort. I do not think that my turn of mind qualifies me to make a good tradesman; my taste, my ambition does not lie in that way; but such was the scorn expressed in Lord Tynedale’s countenance as he pronounced the word TRADE — such the contemptuous sarcasm of his tone — that I was instantly decided. My father was but a name to me, yet that name I did not like to hear mentioned with a sneer to my very face. I answered then, with haste and warmth, ‘I cannot do better than follow in my father’s steps; yes, I will be a tradesman.’ My uncles did not remonstrate; they and I parted with mutual disgust. In reviewing this transaction, I find that I was quite right to shake off the burden of Tynedale’s patronage, but a fool to offer my shoulders instantly for the reception of another burden — one which might be more intolerable, and which certainly was yet untried.

“I wrote instantly to Edward — you know Edward — my only brother, ten years my senior, married to a rich millowner’s daughter, and now possessor of the mill and business which was my father’s before he failed. You are aware that my father-once reckoned a Croesus of wealth — became bankrupt a short time previous to his death, and that my mother lived in destitution for some six months after him, unhelped by her aristocratical brothers, whom she had mortally offended by her union with Crimsworth, the — — shire manufacturer. At the end of the six months she brought me into the world, and then herself left it without, I should think, much regret, as it contained little hope or comfort for her.

“My father’s relations took charge of Edward, as they did of me, till I was nine years old. At that period it chanced that the representation of an important borough in our county fell vacant; Mr. Seacombe stood for it. My uncle Crimsworth, an astute mercantile man, took the opportunity of writing a fierce letter to the candidate, stating that if he and Lord Tynedale did not consent to do something towards the support of their sister’s orphan children, he would expose their relentless and malignant conduct towards that sister, and do his best to turn the circumstances against Mr. Seacombe’s election. That gentleman and Lord T. knew well enough that the Crimsworths were an unscrupulous and determined race; they knew also that they had influence in the borough of X — — ; and, making a virtue of necessity, they consented to defray the expenses of my education. I was sent to Eton, where I remained ten years, during which space of time Edward and I never met. He, when he grew up, entered into trade, and pursued his calling with such diligence, ability, and success, that now, in his thirtieth year, he was fast making a fortune. Of this I was apprised by the occasional short letters I received from him, some three or four times a year; which said letters never concluded without some expression of determined enmity against the house of Seacombe, and some reproach to me for living, as he said, on the bounty of that house. At first, while still in boyhood, I could not understand why, as I had no parents, I should not be indebted to my uncles Tynedale and Seacombe for my education; but as I grew up, and heard by degrees of the persevering hostility, the hatred till death evinced by them against my father — of the sufferings of my mother — of all the wrongs, in short, of our house — then did I conceive shame of the dependence in which I lived, and form a resolution no more to take bread from hands which had refused to minister to the necessities of my dying mother. It was by these feelings I was influenced when I refused the Rectory of Seacombe, and the union with one of my patrician cousins.

“An irreparable breach thus being effected between my uncles and myself, I wrote to Edward; told him what had occurred, and informed him of my intention to follow his steps and be a tradesman. I asked, moreover, if he could give me employment. His answer expressed no approbation of my conduct, but he said I might come down to — — shire, if I liked, and he would ‘see what could be done in the way of furnishing me with work.’ I repressed all — even mental comment on his note — packed my trunk and carpet-bag, and started for the North directly.

“After two days’ travelling (railroads were not then in existence) I arrived, one wet October afternoon, in the town of X — — . I had always understood that Edward lived in this town, but on inquiry I found that it was only Mr. Crimsworth’s mill and warehouse which were situated in the smoky atmosphere of Bigben Close; his RESIDENCE lay four miles out, in the country.

“It was late in the evening when I alighted at the gates of the habitation designated to me as my brother’s. As I advanced up the avenue, I could see through the shades of twilight, and the dark gloomy mists which deepened those shades, that the house was large, and the grounds surrounding it sufficiently spacious. I paused a moment on the lawn in front, and leaning my back against a tall tree which rose in the centre, I gazed with interest on the exterior of Crimsworth Hall.

“Edward is rich,” thought I to myself. ‘I believed him to be doing well — but I did not know he was master of a mansion like this.’ Cutting short all marvelling; speculation, conjecture, &c., I advanced to the front door and rang. A manservant opened it — I announced myself — he relieved me of my wet cloak and carpet-bag, and ushered me into a room furnished as a library, where there was a bright fire and candles burning on the table; he informed me that his master was not yet returned from X — — market, but that he would certainly be at home in the course of half an hour.

“Being left to myself, I took the stuffed easy chair, covered with red morocco, which stood by the fireside, and while my eyes watched the flames dart from the glowing coals, and the cinders fall at intervals on the hearth, my mind busied itself in conjectures concerning the meeting about to take place. Amidst much that was doubtful in the subject of these conjectures, there was one thing tolerably certain — I was in no danger of encountering severe disappointment; from this, the moderation of my expectations guaranteed me. I anticipated no overflowings of fraternal tenderness; Edward’s letters had always been such as to prevent the engendering or harbouring of delusions of this sort. Still, as I sat awaiting his arrival, I felt eager — very eager — I cannot tell you why; my hand, so utterly a stranger to the grasp of a kindred hand, clenched itself to repress the tremor with which impatience would fain have shaken it.

“I thought of my uncles; and as I was engaged in wondering whether Edward’s indifference would equal the cold disdain I had always experienced from them, I heard the avenue gates open: wheels approached the house; Mr. Crimsworth was arrived; and after the lapse of some minutes, and a brief dialogue between himself and his servant in the hall, his tread drew near the library door — that tread alone announced the master of the house.

“I still retained some confused recollection of Edward as he was ten years ago — a tall, wiry, raw youth; NOW, as I rose from my seat and turned towards the library door, I saw a fine-looking and powerful man, light-complexioned, well-made, and of athletic proportions; the first glance made me aware of an air of promptitude and sharpness, shown as well in his movements as in his port, his eye, and the general expression of his face. He greeted me with brevity, and, in the moment of shaking hands, scanned me from head to foot; he took his seat in the morocco covered armchair, and motioned me to another sent.

“‘I expected you would have called at the counting-house in the Close,’ said he; and his voice, I noticed, had an abrupt accent, probably habitual to him; he spoke also with a guttural northern tone, which sounded harsh in my ears, accustomed to the silvery utterance of the South.

“‘The landlord of the inn, where the coach stopped, directed me here,’ said I. ‘I doubted at first the accuracy of his information, not being aware that you had such a residence as this.’

“‘Oh, it is all right!’ he replied, ‘only I was kept half an hour behind time, waiting for you — that is all. I thought you must be coming by the eight o’clock coach.’

“I expressed regret that he had had to wait; he made no answer, but stirred the fire, as if to cover a movement of impatience; then he scanned me again.

“I felt an inward satisfaction that I had not, in the first moment of meeting, betrayed any warmth, any enthusiasm; that I had saluted this man with a quiet and steady phlegm.

“‘Have you quite broken with Tynedale and Seacombe?’ he asked hastily.

“‘I do not think I shall have any further communication with them; my refusal of their proposals will, I fancy, operate as a barrier against all future intercourse.’

“‘Why,’ said he, ‘I may as well remind you at the very outset of our connection, that “no man can serve two masters.” Acquaintance with Lord Tynedale will be incompatible with assistance from me.’ There was a kind of gratuitous menace in his eye as he looked at me in finishing this observation.

“Feeling no disposition to reply to him, I contented myself with an inward speculation on the differences which exist in the constitution of men’s minds. I do not know what inference Mr. Crimsworth drew from my silence — whether he considered it a symptom of contumacity or an evidence of my being cowed by his peremptory manner. After a long and hard stare at me, he rose sharply from his seat.

“‘Tomorrow,’ said he, ‘I shall call your attention to some other points; but now it is supper time, and Mrs. Crimsworth is probably waiting; will you come?’

“He strode from the room, and I followed. In crossing the hall, I wondered what Mrs. Crimsworth might be. ‘Is she,’ thought I, ‘as alien to what I like as Tynedale, Seacombe, the Misses Seacombe — as the affectionate relative now striding before me? or is she better than these? Shall I, in conversing with her, feel free to show something of my real nature; or — ‘ Further conjectures were arrested by my entrance into the dining-room.

“A lamp, burning under a shade of ground-glass, showed a handsome apartment, wainscoted with oak; supper was laid on the table; by the fireplace, standing as if waiting our entrance, appeared a lady; she was young, tall, and well shaped; her dress was handsome and fashionable: so much my first glance sufficed to ascertain. A gay salutation passed between her and Mr. Crimsworth; she chid him, half playfully, half poutingly, for being late; her voice (I always take voices into the account in judging of character) was lively — it indicated, I thought, good animal spirits. Mr. Crimsworth soon checked her animated scolding with a kiss — a kiss that still told of the bridegroom (they had not yet been married a year); she took her seat at the supper-table in first-rate spirits. Perceiving me, she begged my pardon for not noticing me before, and then shook hands with me, as ladies do when a flow of good-humour disposes them to be cheerful to all, even the most indifferent of their acquaintance. It was now further obvious to me that she had a good complexion, and features sufficiently marked but agreeable; her hair was red — quite red. She and Edward talked much, always in a vein of playful contention; she was vexed, or pretended to be vexed, that he had that day driven a vicious horse in the gig, and he made light of her fears. Sometimes she appealed to me.

“‘Now, Mr. William, isn’t it absurd in Edward to talk so? He says he will drive Jack, and no other horse, and the brute has thrown him twice already.

“She spoke with a kind of lisp, not disagreeable, but childish. I soon saw also that there was more than girlish — a somewhat infantine expression in her by no means small features; this lisp and expression were, I have no doubt, a charm in Edward’s eyes, and would be so to those: of most men, but they were not to mine. I sought her eye, desirous to read there the intelligence which I could not discern in her face or hear in her conversation; it was merry, rather small; by turns I saw vivacity, vanity, coquetry, look out through its irid, but I watched in vain for a glimpse of soul. I am no Oriental; white necks, carmine lips and cheeks, clusters of bright curls, do not suffice for me without that Promethean spark which will live after the roses and lilies are faded, the burnished hair grown grey. In sunshine, in prosperity, the flowers are very well; but how many wet days are there in life — November seasons of disaster, when a man’s hearth and home would be cold indeed, without the clear, cheering gleam of intellect.

“Having perused the fair page of Mrs. Crimsworth’s face, a deep, involuntary sigh announced my disappointment; she took it as a homage to her beauty, and Edward, who was evidently proud of his rich and handsome young wife, threw on me a glance — half ridicule, half ire.

“I turned from them both, and gazing wearily round the room, I saw two pictures set in the oak panelling — one on each side the mantelpiece. Ceasing to take part in the bantering conversation that flowed on between Mr. and Mrs. Crimsworth, I bent my thoughts to the examination of these pictures. They were portraits — a lady and a gentleman, both costumed in the fashion of twenty years ago. The gentleman was in the shade. I could not see him well. The lady had the benefit of a full beam from the softly shaded lamp. I presently recognised her; I had seen this picture before in childhood; it was my mother; that and the companion picture being the only heirlooms saved out of the sale of my father’s property.

“The face, I remembered, had pleased me as a boy, but then I did not understand it; now I knew how rare that class of face is in the world, and I appreciated keenly its thoughtful, yet gentle expression. The serious grey eye possessed for me a strong charm, as did certain lines in the features indicative of most true and tender feeling. I was sorry it was only a picture.

“I soon left Mr. and Mrs. Crimsworth to themselves; a servant conducted me to my bedroom; in closing my chamber-door, I shut out all intruders — you, Charles, as well as the rest.




“Goodbye for the present,

“WILLIAM CRIMSWORTH.”




To this letter I never got an answer; before my old friend received it, he had accepted a Government appointment in one of the colonies, and was already on his way to the scene of his official labours. What has become of him since, I know not.

The leisure time I have at command, and which I intended to employ for his private benefit, I shall now dedicate to that of the public at large. My narrative is not exciting, and above all, not marvellous; but it may interest some individuals, who, having toiled in the same vocation as myself, will find in my experience frequent reflections of their own. The above letter will serve as an introduction. I now proceed.


Chapter II.
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A FINE October morning succeeded to the foggy evening that had witnessed my first introduction to Crimsworth Hall. I was early up and walking in the large park-like meadow surrounding the house. The autumn sun, rising over the — — shire hills, disclosed a pleasant country; woods brown and mellow varied the fields from which the harvest had been lately carried; a river, gliding between the woods, caught on its surface the somewhat cold gleam of the October sun and sky; at frequent intervals along the banks of the river, tall, cylindrical chimneys, almost like slender round towers, indicated the factories which the trees half concealed; here and there mansions, similar to Crimsworth Hall, occupied agreeable sites on the hillside; the country wore, on the whole, a cheerful, active, fertile look. Steam, trade, machinery had long banished from it all romance and seclusion. At a distance of five miles, a valley, opening between the low hills, held in its cups the great town of X — — . A dense, permanent vapour brooded over this locality — there lay Edward’s “Concern.”

I forced my eye to scrutinize this prospect, I forced my mind to dwell on it for a time, and when I found that it communicated no pleasurable emotion to my heart — that it stirred in me none of the hopes a man ought to feel, when he sees laid before him the scene of his life’s career — I said to myself, “William, you are a rebel against circumstances; you are a fool, and know not what you want; you have chosen trade and you shall be a tradesman. Look!” I continued mentally — “Look at the sooty smoke in that hollow, and know that there is your post! There you cannot dream, you cannot speculate and theorize — there you shall out and work!”

Thus self-schooled, I returned to the house. My brother was in the breakfast-room. I met him collectedly — I could not meet him cheerfully; he was standing on the rug, his back to the fire — how much did I read in the expression of his eye as my glance encountered his, when I advanced to bid him good morning; how much that was contradictory to my nature! He said “Good morning” abruptly and nodded, and then he snatched, rather than took, a newspaper from the table, and began to read it with the air of a master who seizes a pretext to escape the bore of conversing with an underling. It was well I had taken a resolution to endure for a time, or his manner would have gone far to render insupportable the disgust I had just been endeavouring to subdue. I looked at him: I measured his robust frame and powerful proportions; I saw my own reflection in the mirror over the mantelpiece; I amused myself with comparing the two pictures. In face I resembled him, though I was not so handsome; my features were less regular; I had a darker eye, and a broader brow — in form I was greatly inferior — thinner, slighter, not so tall. As an animal, Edward excelled me far; should he prove as paramount in mind as in person I must be a slave — for I must expect from him no lionlike generosity to one weaker than himself; his cold, avaricious eye, his stern, forbidding manner told me he would not spare. Had I then force of mind to cope with him? I did not know; I had never been tried.

Mrs. Crimsworth’s entrance diverted my thoughts for a moment. She looked well, dressed in white, her face and her attire shining in morning and bridal freshness. I addressed her with the degree of ease her last night’s careless gaiety seemed to warrant, but she replied with coolness and restraint: her husband had tutored her; she was not to be too familiar with his clerk.

As soon as breakfast was over Mr. Crimsworth intimated to me that they were bringing the gig[3] round to the door, and that in five minutes he should expect me to be ready to go down with him to X — — . I did not keep him waiting; we were soon dashing at a rapid rate along the road. The horse he drove was the same vicious animal about which Mrs. Crimsworth had expressed her fears the night before. Once or twice Jack seemed disposed to turn restive, but a vigorous and determined application of the whip from the ruthless hand of his master soon compelled
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