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    Curatorial Vision
The Complete Novels of the Brontë Sisters brings together eight works that, read side by side, reveal a single, many-voiced inquiry into character, conscience, and social belonging. Gathering Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, Shirley, Villette, The Professor, and Emma with Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights and Anne Brontë’s Agnes Grey and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall invites a panoramic view of their shared yet distinct concerns. The collection emphasizes how familial proximity produced divergent artistic solutions to questions of love, labor, and moral choice. It foregrounds narrative experiment and psychological intensity, while keeping in view material conditions—work, property, education—that press upon private feeling.
At its core, the set follows a through-line of self-scrutiny tested by circumstance. Whether in the solitude of inward confession or the public trial of community life, these novels display how will, desire, and duty negotiate uneasy truces. Repeatedly, protagonists encounter institutions—schoolroom, household, church, and marketplace—that measure their worth and reshape their speech. The result is a study in moral agency carried by distinctive voices: impassioned, severe, ironic, or starkly plain. The collection highlights a family of forms through which ethical questions are dramatized, binding romance, social fiction, and psychological narrative into an evolving meditation on freedom.
This arrangement aims to trace a spectrum of experience across the eight titles. Jane Eyre, Agnes Grey, and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall foreground women negotiating work, attachment, and conscience. Wuthering Heights tests the extremes of passion and kinship against a relentless natural world. Shirley surveys civic stresses and solidarities, while Villette explores estrangement and desire amid urban surveillance. The Professor contemplates vocation and dignity, and Emma concentrates social perception into finely calibrated scenes. Together they present complementary angles on power, vulnerability, and resilience, enabling readers to perceive continuities and fault lines across the sisters’ overlapping imaginative territories.
Unlike encountering these novels in isolation, this gathering encourages cross-reading that clarifies convergences and productive disagreements. It underscores how private feeling complicates public ethics, how landscapes model states of mind, and how work structures intimacy. The volume juxtaposes temperaments and scales—solitary crisis beside communal negotiation, homestead near factory, parish alongside boarding school—to reveal a composite portrait no single narrative can provide. The intention is not to harmonize differences but to let distinct methods illuminate each other, strengthening a vision of the Brontë novel as both individual statement and familial conversation that continues to shape literary understanding.
Thematic & Aesthetic Interplay
The novels speak through recurring figures of instruction and care. Jane Eyre and Agnes Grey develop the governess as worker and witness, testing dignity where affection and authority intersect. The Professor brings the teacher’s vantage into focus from another angle, linking livelihood to ethical responsibility. Across these works, lessons—formal and informal—frame identity: who learns, who teaches, who refuses to be schooled by custom. The Tenant of Wildfell Hall extends this pedagogical concern to questions of influence and example, weighing the cost of shielding oneself and others from corrosive habits. Education becomes the shared crucible of conscience.
Motifs and symbols travel between books and alter their meanings in new settings. Thresholds, windows, letters, and locked rooms signal transitions between secrecy and declaration. Weather and topography speak with unusual eloquence: the moor’s austerity in Wuthering Heights contrasts with the charged streets of Villette, while country parishes and industrial villages in Agnes Grey and Shirley inflect moral choice with local pressure. Dreams, visions, and omens recur not as superstitions but as concentrated images of desire or dread. These echoes create a mobile lexicon through which private resolve contends with social scrutiny and the stubborn memory of place.
Contrasts in tone and structure stage a dynamic dialogue. Jane Eyre melds romance with a stringent ethic of self-respect; Shirley balances intimate portraiture with the pressures of community life; Villette pursues psychological chiaroscuro through suspense and restraint. Wuthering Heights pushes narrative to harsh, sometimes sublime intensities that test ordinary measures. Agnes Grey attends to small humiliations and steady fortitude; The Tenant of Wildfell Hall asserts reformist clarity without sacrificing compassion. The Professor backs principle with patient observation, while Emma sharpens social perception into cool, exacting scenes. The sum is a counterpoint of methods, each correcting and clarifying another.
The sisters’ conversation can be sensed in subtle refrains rather than overt homage. Charlotte’s interest in the discipline and exposure of foreign schooling resonates across The Professor and Villette, yet it meets a bracing corrective in Anne’s emphasis on plain truth and responsible conduct. The moral fervor of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall interrogates the charismatic destructiveness set loose in Wuthering Heights, while Agnes Grey’s modest scale insists on the value of ordinary endurance. Shirley’s exploration of ownership and obligation amplifies these debates by widening the frame to collective wellbeing. Together, the novels test each other’s premises without denying kinship.
Enduring Impact & Critical Reception
The collection remains vital because it treats autonomy, attachment, labor, and belief not as abstract themes but as lived negotiations shaped by class, gender, and temperament. Its inquiries into self-respect, consent, and emotional survival meet contemporary questions with undiminished force. The books are alert to psychological nuance without abandoning the complications of community. They provide a repertoire of narrative stances for thinking about intimacy and responsibility, from confession to testimony, from witness to critique. By refusing simple consolations, these novels model how to inhabit conflict honestly, finding durable meaning in the very difficulty of ethical choice.
Critical recognition has long noted certain landmarks among these titles. Jane Eyre is frequently cited for its integration of intense interiority with a stringent moral arc, and for the authority of a voice that compels belief. Wuthering Heights stands as a singular experiment in structure and passion, its audacity continuing to provoke debate about narration and sympathy. The Tenant of Wildfell Hall is widely acknowledged for its unflinching depiction of personal responsibility and retreat from harm. Agnes Grey is esteemed for plain-style realism and focus on work. These reputations sharpen rather than limit the fresh encounters enabled here.
The afterlives of these works extend across stage, screen, and the visual arts, as well as countless citations in conversations about gender, class, and faith. Their characters and situations have served as touchstones in debates over autonomy, care, and the ethics of love. Scholars return to them for their formal innovations and for the way they place private feeling against structural forces. Artists reimagine them to explore power and vulnerability in new contexts. This continuing circulation does not merely reaffirm fame; it renews scrutiny, inviting each generation to test conviction, irony, and hope against the Brontës’ exacting measures.
Considered together, the novels challenge fixed caricatures of any single sister or style. The range—from concentrated realism to expansive community portrait, from psychological inquiry to storm-lit romance—demonstrates a collective resourcefulness. Patterns emerge, but so do principled disagreements about authority, forgiveness, and change. This plurality has encouraged wide readerships and rigorous classrooms alike, where the books spur questions about justice, dependence, and the making of a self. The collection’s continuing importance lies in that friction: it shows how art becomes an arena for testing values, where imaginative rigor and moral candor convene without canceling each other’s demands.
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    Socio-Political Landscape
The novels gathered here arose amid Britain’s rapid shift from a rural, hereditary order to an urban, industrial society. Power was contested across Parliament, factories, and chapels; class boundaries hardened even as new fortunes and professions unsettled them. The sisters write from the north of England, where mills, turnpikes, and moorland farms coexisted in uneasy proximity. Their fiction registers debates on authority and conscience, the obligations of property, and the rights of dependents. In these works, inheritance, marriage, and employment contracts are less abstractions than levers of power, structuring movement, speech, and even feeling. The novels repeatedly test how moral agency survives under such arrangements.
Industrial capitalism’s expansion frames several narratives, from mill districts to genteel households financed by trade. Economic cycles, wage disputes, and food prices shape daily conduct as surely as any sermon. One novel set during wartime dislocation registers machine-breaking and mill-owner anxiety, while others track the less visible economies of domestic service. Governessing, central in Agnes Grey and Jane Eyre, exemplifies precarious white-collar labor: educated women sell knowledge yet remain socially subordinate. Their earnings, lodging, and reputations depend on employers’ caprice and public respectability. Such positions clarify how discipline circulates: surveillance, dismissal, and gossip enforce class hierarchies when law or outright force is distant.
Victorian marriage law concentrated civil power in husbands through coverture: property transferred to the husband; a wife’s earnings and child custody were insecure; divorce required Parliament or specialized courts. The Tenant of Wildfell Hall confronts these realities head-on, pressing readers to consider whether moral law may justify resistance to civil constraints. Domestic cruelty, addiction, and legal dependency are treated not as isolated failures but as structural dangers. Across the anthology, courtship becomes an arena where legal and economic terms are negotiated alongside affection. Inheritance settlements, guardianship, and reputation act as quasi-legal currencies, determining who may speak, move, work, or withdraw from harm.
Education expanded during the period, yet access and quality varied sharply. Charity schools, commercial academies, and continental pensionnats created tiered pathways into literacy, languages, and genteel accomplishments. Jane Eyre, Villette, The Professor, and Agnes Grey chart the schoolroom as a crucible of discipline and aspiration, in which pedagogy affects dignity as much as skill. Examinations, certificates, and references become passports to employment, while corporal punishment and public shaming police character. Foreign language study reflects broader mobility and professionalization: translation, grammar, and conversation are marketable assets. In these novels, the classroom is also a courtroom, where intelligence and virtue stand trial before fees, fashion, and favoritism.
Religion saturates social life, informing charity, censorship, and conscience. Evangelical emphases on self-scrutiny, temperance, and mission intersect with parish politics and dissenting chapels. The novels register spiritual ambition and sectarian rivalry, from the rigor of personal conversion to disputes over ritual, authority, and service abroad. Overseas evangelism shadows certain characters’ vocational choices, linking domestic piety to imperial routes. Meanwhile, colonial commerce—returns from plantations, posts in distant administrations, and fortunes made overseas—quietly sustains drawing-room comfort or estate repair. The books neither offer a single verdict nor retreat into mere atmosphere; they stage how creed, career, and empire mutually authorize and restrain one another.
The wider geopolitical scene presses inward. One novel’s setting during the Napoleonic period captures the war’s aftershocks in trade and security, while the 1840s bring recession, hunger, and agitation. The Irish Famine, continental revolutions, and anxieties about sedition sharpen official suspicion and patriotic rhetoric. New infrastructures—railways, improved post, and cheaper print—accelerate news and rumor, tightening the feedback loop between private life and public event. The moors, often imagined as timeless, are not immune: enclosure, stock-breeding, and changing tenancy redistribute risk and authority. Against this backdrop, choices about marriage, work, and faith become gambles staked on volatile national and international currents.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
These books stand at a junction of Romantic intensity and Victorian social realism. They inherit the Gothic house, the storm-swept landscape, and the solitary conscience, yet refuse to confine passion to ruins and abbeys. Wuthering Heights advances elemental feeling into a stark moral weather, while Jane Eyre articulates an interior self negotiating principle, desire, and survival. The Tenant of Wildfell Hall frames domestic spaces as both shelter and battleground. Agnes Grey’s stripped, observational style resists sensationalism to dignify workaday ethics. Across the volume, the sublime is brought home: nature, architecture, and weather register shifts in authority, resentment, aspiration, and forgiveness.
Narrative form becomes an instrument of inquiry. First-person testimonies in Jane Eyre, Villette, The Professor, and Agnes Grey assert the moral claims of private experience against public misrecognition. Diaries, letters, and remembered scenes raise questions of reliability, self-fashioning, and confession. Wuthering Heights multiplies narrators, embedding one witness within another to expose how stories travel, ossify, and mislead. Such structures create interpretive labor for readers, mirroring the characters’ own struggles to discern motive beneath performance. The result is neither detached omniscience nor pure subjectivity, but staged knowledge: partial, revisable, and contingent—an aesthetic that anticipates modern debates about truth, testimony, and power.
The anthology intensifies the nineteenth-century preoccupation with formation—of women and men, workers and proprietors, teachers and artists. The Professor and Villette focus on language, pedagogy, and vocation within transnational classrooms, placing pronunciation, grammar, and taste at the center of social advancement. Jane Eyre and Agnes Grey map the slow acquisition of self-command, negotiating between endurance and revolt. The unfinished Emma, though fragmentary, indicates Charlotte Brontë’s continuing interest in social observation, class performance, and female discernment. Taken together, the novels test whether character is shaped by resolute will, disciplined habit, providential design, or the grinding machinery of institutions and markets.
Scientific and technological discourses thread the background. The language of nerves, temperament, and sensibility reflects contemporary medical theories that blurred moral and physiological categories. Phrenology and physiognomy—controversial even then—color judgments about character and fate. Photography’s emergence, improved optics, and new print techniques inflect metaphors of exposure, fixation, and proof. Mesmeric performances and debates about consciousness echo in depictions of trance-like states, dreams, and memory. Railways, packet boats, and improved roads restructure distance in Villette and elsewhere, while timetables, ledgers, and statistics permeate scenes of work and governance. The novels explore how new measurements promise order yet produce fresh uncertainties about identity and control.
Economy and aesthetics intertwine. These works scrutinize the price of books, music lessons, portraits, and ornament, revealing taste as a currency of class. Agnes Grey details wages, fees, and petty economies of household management; Shirley measures capital risk, credit, and machinery against civic obligation; Wuthering Heights attends to property, mortgages, and the uses of land. Jane Eyre and Villette show how drawing, translation, and performance can be both livelihood and self-expression. Money regulates intimacy through dowries, settlements, and gifts; it also disciplines time, turning hours into accounts and visits into transactions. The novels dramatize the moral costs of living by the ledger without dismissing its necessities.
Publication history shapes style and theme. Issued to a circulating-library public wary of impropriety, these novels calibrate candor and decorum while testing the limits of what could be printed under respectable covers. The pseudonyms Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell shielded authors from gendered prejudice and preserved critical privacy, encouraging bolder treatment of desire, blasphemy, and dissent than reviews typically allowed. Triple-decker formats favored architecture in acts and crescendos; periodical culture encouraged topical immediacy. Cross-Channel settings in Villette stage bilingual code-switching and cultural mimicry, exposing how accent and idiom police belonging. Across the collection, language itself becomes a site of surveillance, aspiration, and revolt.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
Contemporary responses were sharply divided. Jane Eyre’s swift popularity provoked admiration for moral courage and alarm at unruly passion. Wuthering Heights baffled and scandalized some early readers, who found its ferocity alien to polite taste, even as others praised its originality. Agnes Grey’s quiet realism was overshadowed by noisier companions but valued for veracity. The Tenant of Wildfell Hall ignited controversy for its forthright depiction of marital vice and the ethics of refusal. The authors’ shared pseudonymous signature sowed rumors of a single hand, complicating attribution until identities were clarified. From the outset, the books functioned as touchstones for disputes about propriety and truth.
Later Victorian culture sought to domesticate the Brontë image, emphasizing piety, endurance, and picturesque isolation on the moors. Expurgated editions, school abridgments, and moralizing commentary tempered sexual candor and social critique. Yet critical attention also deepened: Wuthering Heights gained a reputation for structural ingenuity; Jane Eyre became a standard for the confessional novel; Agnes Grey’s economy of detail won new respect. The Professor, published posthumously, revealed Charlotte Brontë’s earlier experiments in form and theme, while the fragmentary Emma invited speculation about her evolving method. This phase preserved the texts while partially veiling their radical energies beneath narratives of decorum and uplift.
Twentieth-century readers reopened the archive of feeling and structure. Feminist criticism emphasized women’s labor, consent, and authorship, recasting Jane Eyre as a manifesto of self-claim and Agnes Grey as a cornerstone of workplace realism. The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, once censured, became central to discussions of domestic violence and legal reform. Psychological approaches traced repression, desire, and dream life, spotlighting Villette’s ambiguities and Wuthering Heights’ intensity. Formalists praised nested narration, shifting focalization, and the ethical work performed by unreliable witnesses. Meanwhile, social historians returned to mills, schools, and parish economies, re-situating the novels within the textures of everyday governance.
Recent decades have widened the frame. Postcolonial readings interrogate how imperial commerce, missionary ambition, and racialized fantasy underwrite domestic security in several novels, even when empire remains offstage. Queer and disability studies probe embodiment, restraint, and non-normative attachments, attending to sight, voice, pain, and care. Ecocritical work refocuses attention on moorland management, weather, and animal life, treating landscape as an active participant in social order. Legal and book-historical scholarship has refined understanding of coverture, custody, and publication economies, clarifying stakes in The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, Agnes Grey, and beyond. These approaches unsettle pious myths while enriching moral and political nuance.
Today the Brontë novels circulate through classrooms, reading groups, and global media. Stage and screen adaptations amplify themes of voice, agency, and atmosphere; graphic and audio retellings diversify entry points. Scholarly editions collate variants, restore excised passages, and contextualize dialect and idiom. Digital archives bring advertisements, reviews, and publishing contracts into view, sharpening analysis of audience and market. Heritage tourism and site preservation cultivate affective ties to landscape, even as critics caution against sentimentalization. Classroom discussion now addresses content warnings, consent, and power disparities alongside form and language. The fragment Emma and the once-marginalized The Professor continue to invite fresh critical experiments.
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    JANE EYRE
An orphaned governess forges an independent life, testing her convictions against the allure of love and the constraints of class. A mysterious country house and its master draw her into a moral and emotional trial that forces a choice between passion and principle. The intimate first-person voice blends realism with Gothic atmosphere and a strong emphasis on self-respect.
SHIRLEY
Set amid industrial unrest in early nineteenth-century Yorkshire, two women—one reserved, one commanding—navigate friendship, work, and the pressures of community. Mill closures, political anxieties, and social expectation form the backdrop to questions of economic power and women’s agency. The novel’s tone is expansive and civic-minded, balancing social critique with nuanced character study.
VILLETTE
A reserved Englishwoman relocates to a continental city to teach at a girls’ school, confronting solitude, cultural difference, and guarded attachments. Her circumspect narration reveals a fierce inner life as she negotiates desire, duty, and the pull of faith and skepticism. Hushed Gothic touches and psychological depth give the story an enigmatic, modern feel.
THE PROFESSOR
Told from a young man’s perspective, the story follows a self-made teacher seeking merit-based advancement in a foreign city’s schools. Professional rivalry, restrained romance, and questions of character shape his ascent. The spare, pragmatic voice emphasizes work, ethics, and education over spectacle.
EMMA
This unfinished fragment opens in a schoolroom unsettled by the arrival of an enigmatic new pupil whose background does not quite add up. It sketches a nascent mystery of identity and class, promising a collision between appearances and truth. The setup signals Charlotte Brontë’s interest in education as a stage for psychological intrigue.
WUTHERING HEIGHTS
Across a windswept moor, an intense bond hardens into obsession, drawing multiple generations into cycles of longing and reprisal. A framed, multi-voiced narration pieces together the history of two neighboring houses where love and cruelty are entangled. Stark, elemental imagery and moral ambiguity create a singularly fierce Gothic tragedy.
AGNES GREY
A young clergyman’s daughter becomes a governess, recording the quiet indignities and small moral battles of genteel poverty. Her clear-eyed observations expose the treatment of dependents and the calculus of the marriage market. Plainspoken realism and ethical steadiness give the narrative its persuasive force.
THE TENANT OF WILDFELL HALL
A withdrawn woman with a guarded past takes refuge in a rural community, provoking gossip and fascination. Through letters and a private account, the novel reveals the costs of vice within domestic life and a woman’s fight to protect her dignity and future. Its forthright treatment of autonomy and responsibility feels strikingly modern.
Themes and Contrasts Across the Collection
Education and work serve as crucibles for identity, especially for women negotiating limited roles (Jane Eyre, Agnes Grey, Villette, The Professor), while love is tested against conscience and independence. The books range from stark Gothic intensity (Wuthering Heights, elements of Jane Eyre and Villette) to social and industrial realism (Shirley, Agnes Grey), using varied narrators—reticent, framed, or confessional—to question how truth is told. Across the set, the sisters probe class, gender, and moral agency, repeatedly asking what integrity costs in a world of unequal power.
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  A preface to the first edition of “Jane Eyre” being unnecessary, I gave none: this second edition demands a few words both of acknowledgment and miscellaneous remark.


  

My thanks are due in three quarters.


  

To the Public, for the indulgent ear it has inclined to a plain tale with few pretensions.


  

To the Press, for the fair field its honest suffrage has opened to an obscure aspirant.


  

To my Publishers, for the aid their tact, their energy, their practical sense and frank liberality have afforded an unknown and unrecommended Author.


  

The Press and the Public are but vague personifications for me, and I must thank them in vague terms; but my Publishers are definite: so are certain generous critics who have encouraged me as only large-hearted and high-minded men know how to encourage a struggling stranger; to them, i.e., to my Publishers and the select Reviewers, I say cordially, Gentlemen, I thank you from my heart.


  

Having thus acknowledged what I owe those who have aided and approved me, I turn to another class; a small one, so far as I know, but not, therefore, to be overlooked. I mean the timorous or carping few who doubt the tendency of such books as “Jane Eyre:” in whose eyes whatever is unusual is wrong; whose ears detect in each protest against bigotry — that parent of crime — an insult to piety, that regent of God on earth. I would suggest to such doubters certain obvious distinctions; I would remind them of certain simple truths.


  

Conventionality is not morality. Self-righteousness is not religion. To attack the first is not to assail the last. To pluck the mask from the face of the Pharisee, is not to lift an impious hand to the Crown of Thorns.


  

These things and deeds are diametrically opposed: they are as distinct as is vice from virtue. Men too often confound them: they should not be confounded: appearance should not be mistaken for truth; narrow human doctrines, that only tend to elate and magnify a few, should not be substituted for the world-redeeming creed of Christ. There is — I repeat it — a difference; and it is a good, and not a bad action to mark broadly and clearly the line of separation between them.


  

The world may not like to see these ideas dissevered, for it has been accustomed to blend them; finding it convenient to make external show pass for sterling worth — to let whitewashed walls vouch for clean shrines. It may hate him who dares to scrutinise and expose — to rase the gilding, and show base metal under it — to penetrate the sepulchre, and reveal charnel relics: but hate as it will, it is indebted to him.


  

Ahab did not like Micaiah, because he never prophesied good concerning him, but evil; probably he liked the sycophant son of Chenaannah better; yet might Ahab have escaped a bloody death, had he but stopped his ears to flattery, and opened them to faithful counsel.


  

There is a man in our own days whose words are not framed to tickle delicate ears: who, to my thinking, comes before the great ones of society, much as the son of Imlah came before the throned Kings of Judah and Israel; and who speaks truth as deep, with a power as prophet-like and as vital — a mien as dauntless and as daring. Is the satirist of “Vanity Fair” admired in high places? I cannot tell; but I think if some of those amongst whom he hurls the Greek fire of his sarcasm, and over whom he flashes the levin-brand of his denunciation, were to take his warnings in time — they or their seed might yet escape a fatal Rimoth-Gilead.


  

Why have I alluded to this man? I have alluded to him, Reader, because I think I see in him an intellect profounder and more unique than his contemporaries have yet recognised; because I regard him as the first social regenerator of the day — as the very master of that working corps who would restore to rectitude the warped system of things; because I think no commentator on his writings has yet found the comparison that suits him, the terms which rightly characterise his talent. They say he is like Fielding: they talk of his wit, humour, comic powers. He resembles Fielding as an eagle does a vulture: Fielding could stoop on carrion, but Thackeray never does. His wit is bright, his humour attractive, but both bear the same relation to his serious genius that the mere lambent sheet-lightning playing under the edge of the summer-cloud does to the electric death-spark hid in its womb. Finally, I have alluded to Mr. Thackeray, because to him — if he will accept the tribute of a total stranger — I have dedicated this second edition of “Jane Eyre.”


  

CURRER BELL.


  

December 21st, 1847.
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I avail myself of the opportunity which a third edition of “Jane Eyre” affords me, of again addressing a word to the Public, to explain that my claim to the title of novelist rests on this one work alone. If, therefore, the authorship of other works of fiction has been attributed to me, an honour is awarded where it is not merited; and consequently, denied where it is justly due.


  

This explanation will serve to rectify mistakes which may already have been made, and to prevent future errors.


  

CURRER BELL.


  

April 13th, 1848.
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  There was no possibility of taking a walk that day. We had been wandering, indeed, in the leafless shrubbery an hour in the morning; but since dinner (Mrs. Reed, when there was no company, dined early) the cold winter wind had brought with it clouds so sombre, and a rain so penetrating, that further outdoor exercise was now out of the question.


  

I was glad of it: I never liked long walks, especially on chilly afternoons: dreadful to me was the coming home in the raw twilight, with nipped fingers and toes, and a heart saddened by the chidings of Bessie, the nurse, and humbled by the consciousness of my physical inferiority to Eliza, John, and Georgiana Reed.


  

The said Eliza, John, and Georgiana were now clustered round their mama in the drawing-room: she lay reclined on a sofa by the fireside, and with her darlings about her (for the time neither quarrelling nor crying) looked perfectly happy. Me, she had dispensed from joining the group; saying, “She regretted to be under the necessity of keeping me at a distance; but that until she heard from Bessie, and could discover by her own observation, that I was endeavouring in good earnest to acquire a more sociable and childlike disposition, a more attractive and sprightly manner — something lighter, franker, more natural, as it were — she really must exclude me from privileges intended only for contented, happy, little children.”


  

“What does Bessie say I have done?” I asked.


  

“Jane, I don’t like cavillers or questioners; besides, there is something truly forbidding in a child taking up her elders in that manner. Be seated somewhere; and until you can speak pleasantly, remain silent.”


  

A breakfast-room adjoined the drawing-room, I slipped in there. It contained a bookcase: I soon possessed myself of a volume, taking care that it should be one stored with pictures. I mounted into the window-seat: gathering up my feet, I sat cross-legged, like a Turk; and, having drawn the red moreen curtain nearly close, I was shrined in double retirement.


  

Folds of scarlet drapery shut in my view to the right hand; to the left were the clear panes of glass, protecting, but not separating me from the drear November day. At intervals, while turning over the leaves of my book, I studied the aspect of that winter afternoon. Afar, it offered a pale blank of mist and cloud; near a scene of wet lawn and storm-beat shrub, with ceaseless rain sweeping away wildly before a long and lamentable blast.


  

I returned to my book — Bewick’s History of British Birds: the letterpress thereof I cared little for, generally speaking; and yet there were certain introductory pages that, child as I was, I could not pass quite as a blank. They were those which treat of the haunts of sea-fowl; of “the solitary rocks and promontories” by them only inhabited; of the coast of Norway, studded with isles from its southern extremity, the Lindeness, or Naze, to the North Cape —


  

“Where the Northern Ocean, in vast whirls,


  

Boils round the naked, melancholy isles


  

Of farthest Thule; and the Atlantic surge


  

Pours in among the stormy Hebrides.”


  

Nor could I pass unnoticed the suggestion of the bleak shores of Lapland, Siberia, Spitzbergen, Nova Zembla, Iceland, Greenland, with “the vast sweep of the Arctic Zone, and those forlorn regions of dreary space, — that reservoir of frost and snow, where firm fields of ice, the accumulation of centuries of winters, glazed in Alpine heights above heights, surround the pole, and concentre the multiplied rigours of extreme cold.” Of these death-white realms I formed an idea of my own: shadowy, like all the half-comprehended notions that float dim through children’s brains, but strangely impressive. The words in these introductory pages connected themselves with the succeeding vignettes, and gave significance to the rock standing up alone in a sea of billow and spray; to the broken boat stranded on a desolate coast; to the cold and ghastly moon glancing through bars of cloud at a wreck just sinking.


  

I cannot tell what sentiment haunted the quite solitary churchyard, with its inscribed headstone; its gate, its two trees, its low horizon, girdled by a broken wall, and its newly-risen crescent, attesting the hour of eventide.


  

The two ships becalmed on a torpid sea, I believed to be marine phantoms.


  

The fiend pinning down the thief’s pack behind him, I passed over quickly: it was an object of terror.


  

So was the black horned thing seated aloof on a rock, surveying a distant crowd surrounding a gallows.


  

Each picture told a story; mysterious often to my undeveloped understanding and imperfect feelings, yet ever profoundly interesting: as interesting as the tales Bessie sometimes narrated on winter evenings, when she chanced to be in good humour; and when, having brought her ironing-table to the nursery hearth, she allowed us to sit about it, and while she got up Mrs. Reed’s lace frills, and crimped her nightcap borders, fed our eager attention with passages of love and adventure taken from old fairy tales and other ballads; or (as at a later period I discovered) from the pages of Pamela, and Henry, Earl of Moreland.


  

With Bewick on my knee, I was then happy: happy at least in my way. I feared nothing but interruption, and that came too soon. The breakfast-room door opened.


  

“Boh! Madam Mope!” cried the voice of John Reed; then he paused: he found the room apparently empty.


  

“Where the dickens is she!” he continued. “Lizzy! Georgy! (calling to his sisters) Joan is not here: tell mama she is run out into the rain — bad animal!”


  

“It is well I drew the curtain,” thought I; and I wished fervently he might not discover my hiding-place: nor would John Reed have found it out himself; he was not quick either of vision or conception; but Eliza just put her head in at the door, and said at once —


  

“She is in the window-seat, to be sure, Jack.”


  

And I came out immediately, for I trembled at the idea of being dragged forth by the said Jack.


  

“What do you want?” I asked, with awkward diffidence.


  

“Say, ‘What do you want, Master Reed?’” was the answer. “I want you to come here;” and seating himself in an armchair, he intimated by a gesture that I was to approach and stand before him.


  

John Reed was a schoolboy of fourteen years old; four years older than I, for I was but ten: large and stout for his age, with a dingy and unwholesome skin; thick lineaments in a spacious visage, heavy limbs and large extremities. He gorged himself habitually at table, which made him bilious, and gave him a dim and bleared eye and flabby cheeks. He ought now to have been at school; but his mama had taken him home for a month or two, “on account of his delicate health.” Mr. Miles, the master, affirmed that he would do very well if he had fewer cakes and sweetmeats sent him from home; but the mother’s heart turned from an opinion so harsh, and inclined rather to the more refined idea that John’s sallowness was owing to over-application and, perhaps, to pining after home.


  

John had not much affection for his mother and sisters, and an antipathy to me. He bullied and punished me; not two or three times in the week, nor once or twice in the day, but continually: every nerve I had feared him, and every morsel of flesh in my bones shrank when he came near. There were moments when I was bewildered by the terror he inspired, because I had no appeal whatever against either his menaces or his inflictions; the servants did not like to offend their young master by taking my part against him, and Mrs. Reed was blind and deaf on the subject: she never saw him strike or heard him abuse me, though he did both now and then in her very presence, more frequently, however, behind her back.


  

Habitually obedient to John, I came up to his chair: he spent some three minutes in thrusting out his tongue at me as far as he could without damaging the roots: I knew he would soon strike, and while dreading the blow, I mused on the disgusting and ugly appearance of him who would presently deal it. I wonder if he read that notion in my face; for, all at once, without speaking, he struck suddenly and strongly. I tottered, and on regaining my equilibrium retired back a step or two from his chair.


  

“That is for your impudence in answering mama awhile since,” said he, “and for your sneaking way of getting behind curtains, and for the look you had in your eyes two minutes since, you rat!”


  

Accustomed to John Reed’s abuse, I never had an idea of replying to it; my care was how to endure the blow which would certainly follow the insult.


  

“What were you doing behind the curtain?” he asked.


  

“I was reading.”


  

“Show the book.”


  

I returned to the window and fetched it thence.


  

“You have no business to take our books; you are a dependent, mama says; you have no money; your father left you none; you ought to beg, and not to live here with gentlemen’s children like us, and eat the same meals we do, and wear clothes at our mama’s expense. Now, I’ll teach you to rummage my bookshelves: for they are mine; all the house belongs to me, or will do in a few years. Go and stand by the door, out of the way of the mirror and the windows.”


  

I did so, not at first aware what was his intention; but when I saw him lift and poise the book and stand in act to hurl it, I instinctively started aside with a cry of alarm: not soon enough, however; the volume was flung, it hit me, and I fell, striking my head against the door and cutting it. The cut bled, the pain was sharp: my terror had passed its climax; other feelings succeeded.


  

“Wicked and cruel boy!” I said. “You are like a murderer — you are like a slave-driver — you are like the Roman emperors!”


  

I had read Goldsmith’s History of Rome, and had formed my opinion of Nero, Caligula, &c. Also I had drawn parallels in silence, which I never thought thus to have declared aloud.


  

“What! what!” he cried. “Did she say that to me? Did you hear her, Eliza and Georgiana? Won’t I tell mama? but first — ”


  

He ran headlong at me: I felt him grasp my hair and my shoulder: he had closed with a desperate thing. I really saw in him a tyrant, a murderer. I felt a drop or two of blood from my head trickle down my neck, and was sensible of somewhat pungent suffering: these sensations for the time predominated over fear, and I received him in frantic sort. I don’t very well know what I did with my hands, but he called me “Rat! Rat!” and bellowed out aloud. Aid was near him: Eliza and Georgiana had run for Mrs. Reed, who was gone upstairs: she now came upon the scene, followed by Bessie and her maid Abbot. We were parted: I heard the words —


  

“Dear! dear! What a fury to fly at Master John!”


  

“Did ever anybody see such a picture of passion!”


  

Then Mrs. Reed subjoined —


  

“Take her away to the red-room, and lock her in there.” Four hands were immediately laid upon me, and I was borne upstairs.




  


  CHAPTER II

  



  
    Table of Contents

  


  


  I resisted all the way: a new thing for me, and a circumstance which greatly strengthened the bad opinion Bessie and Miss Abbot were disposed to entertain of me. The fact is, I was a trifle beside myself; or rather out of myself, as the French would say: I was conscious that a moment’s mutiny had already rendered me liable to strange penalties, and, like any other rebel slave, I felt resolved, in my desperation, to go all lengths.


  

“Hold her arms, Miss Abbot: she’s like a mad cat.”


  

“For shame! for shame!” cried the lady’s-maid. “What shocking conduct, Miss Eyre, to strike a young gentleman, your benefactress’s son! Your young master.”


  

“Master! How is he my master? Am I a servant?”


  

“No; you are less than a servant, for you do nothing for your keep. There, sit down, and think over your wickedness.”


  

They had got me by this time into the apartment indicated by Mrs. Reed, and had thrust me upon a stool: my impulse was to rise from it like a spring; their two pair of hands arrested me instantly.


  

“If you don’t sit still, you must be tied down,” said Bessie. “Miss Abbot, lend me your garters; she would break mine directly.”


  

Miss Abbot turned to divest a stout leg of the necessary ligature. This preparation for bonds, and the additional ignominy it inferred, took a little of the excitement out of me.


  

“Don’t take them off,” I cried; “I will not stir.”


  

In guarantee whereof, I attached myself to my seat by my hands.


  

“Mind you don’t,” said Bessie; and when she had ascertained that I was really subsiding, she loosened her hold of me; then she and Miss Abbot stood with folded arms, looking darkly and doubtfully on my face, as incredulous of my sanity.


  

“She never did so before,” at last said Bessie, turning to the Abigail.


  

“But it was always in her,” was the reply. “I’ve told Missis often my opinion about the child, and Missis agreed with me. She’s an underhand little thing: I never saw a girl of her age with so much cover.”


  

Bessie answered not; but ere long, addressing me, she said — “You ought to be aware, Miss, that you are under obligations to Mrs. Reed: she keeps you: if she were to turn you off, you would have to go to the poorhouse.”


  

I had nothing to say to these words: they were not new to me: my very first recollections of existence included hints of the same kind. This reproach of my dependence had become a vague sing-song in my ear: very painful and crushing, but only half intelligible. Miss Abbot joined in —


  

“And you ought not to think yourself on an equality with the Misses Reed and Master Reed, because Missis kindly allows you to be brought up with them. They will have a great deal of money, and you will have none: it is your place to be humble, and to try to make yourself agreeable to them.”


  

“What we tell you is for your good,” added Bessie, in no harsh voice, “you should try to be useful and pleasant, then, perhaps, you would have a home here; but if you become passionate and rude, Missis will send you away, I am sure.”


  

“Besides,” said Miss Abbot, “God will punish her: He might strike her dead in the midst of her tantrums, and then where would she go? Come, Bessie, we will leave her: I wouldn’t have her heart for anything. Say your prayers, Miss Eyre, when you are by yourself; for if you don’t repent, something bad might be permitted to come down the chimney and fetch you away.”


  

They went, shutting the door, and locking it behind them.


  

The red-room was a square chamber, very seldom slept in, I might say never, indeed, unless when a chance influx of visitors at Gateshead Hall rendered it necessary to turn to account all the accommodation it contained: yet it was one of the largest and stateliest chambers in the mansion. A bed supported on massive pillars of mahogany, hung with curtains of deep red damask, stood out like a tabernacle in the centre; the two large windows, with their blinds always drawn down, were half shrouded in festoons and falls of similar drapery; the carpet was red; the table at the foot of the bed was covered with a crimson cloth; the walls were a soft fawn colour with a blush of pink in it; the wardrobe, the toilet-table, the chairs were of darkly polished old mahogany. Out of these deep surrounding shades rose high, and glared white, the piled-up mattresses and pillows of the bed, spread with a snowy Marseilles counterpane. Scarcely less prominent was an ample cushioned easy-chair near the head of the bed, also white, with a footstool before it; and looking, as I thought, like a pale throne.


  

This room was chill, because it seldom had a fire; it was silent, because remote from the nursery and kitchen; solemn, because it was known to be so seldom entered. The housemaid alone came here on Saturdays, to wipe from the mirrors and the furniture a week’s quiet dust: and Mrs. Reed herself, at far intervals, visited it to review the contents of a certain secret drawer in the wardrobe, where were stored divers parchments, her jewel-casket, and a miniature of her deceased husband; and in those last words lies the secret of the red-room — the spell which kept it so lonely in spite of its grandeur.


  

Mr. Reed had been dead nine years: it was in this chamber he breathed his last; here he lay in state; hence his coffin was borne by the undertaker’s men; and, since that day, a sense of dreary consecration had guarded it from frequent intrusion.


  

My seat, to which Bessie and the bitter Miss Abbot had left me riveted, was a low ottoman near the marble chimney-piece; the bed rose before me; to my right hand there was the high, dark wardrobe, with subdued, broken reflections varying the gloss of its panels; to my left were the muffled windows; a great looking-glass between them repeated the vacant majesty of the bed and room. I was not quite sure whether they had locked the door; and when I dared move, I got up and went to see. Alas! yes: no jail was ever more secure. Returning, I had to cross before the looking-glass; my fascinated glance involuntarily explored the depth it revealed. All looked colder and darker in that visionary hollow than in reality: and the strange little figure there gazing at me, with a white face and arms specking the gloom, and glittering eyes of fear moving where all else was still, had the effect of a real spirit: I thought it like one of the tiny phantoms, half fairy, half imp, Bessie’s evening stories represented as coming out of lone, ferny dells in moors, and appearing before the eyes of belated travellers. I returned to my stool.


  

Superstition was with me at that moment; but it was not yet her hour for complete victory: my blood was still warm; the mood of the revolted slave was still bracing me with its bitter vigour; I had to stem a rapid rush of retrospective thought before I quailed to the dismal present.


  

All John Reed’s violent tyrannies, all his sisters’ proud indifference, all his mother’s aversion, all the servants’ partiality, turned up in my disturbed mind like a dark deposit in a turbid well. Why was I always suffering, always browbeaten, always accused, for ever condemned? Why could I never please? Why was it useless to try to win any one’s favour? Eliza, who was headstrong and selfish, was respected. Georgiana, who had a spoiled temper, a very acrid spite, a captious and insolent carriage, was universally indulged. Her beauty, her pink cheeks and golden curls, seemed to give delight to all who looked at her, and to purchase indemnity for every fault. John no one thwarted, much less punished; though he twisted the necks of the pigeons, killed the little pea-chicks, set the dogs at the sheep, stripped the hothouse vines of their fruit, and broke the buds off the choicest plants in the conservatory: he called his mother “old girl,” too; sometimes reviled her for her dark skin, similar to his own; bluntly disregarded her wishes; not unfrequently tore and spoiled her silk attire; and he was still “her own darling.” I dared commit no fault: I strove to fulfil every duty; and I was termed naughty and tiresome, sullen and sneaking, from morning to noon, and from noon to night.


  

My head still ached and bled with the blow and fall I had received: no one had reproved John for wantonly striking me; and because I had turned against him to avert farther irrational violence, I was loaded with general opprobrium.


  

“Unjust! — unjust!” said my reason, forced by the agonising stimulus into precocious though transitory power: and Resolve, equally wrought up, instigated some strange expedient to achieve escape from insupportable oppression — as running away, or, if that could not be effected, never eating or drinking more, and letting myself die.


  

What a consternation of soul was mine that dreary afternoon! How all my brain was in tumult, and all my heart in insurrection! Yet in what darkness, what dense ignorance, was the mental battle fought! I could not answer the ceaseless inward question — why I thus suffered; now, at the distance of — I will not say how many years, I see it clearly.


  

I was a discord in Gateshead Hall: I was like nobody there; I had nothing in harmony with Mrs. Reed or her children, or her chosen vassalage. If they did not love me, in fact, as little did I love them. They were not bound to regard with affection a thing that could not sympathise with one amongst them; a heterogeneous thing, opposed to them in temperament, in capacity, in propensities; a useless thing, incapable of serving their interest, or adding to their pleasure; a noxious thing, cherishing the germs of indignation at their treatment, of contempt of their judgment. I know that had I been a sanguine, brilliant, careless, exacting, handsome, romping child — though equally dependent and friendless — Mrs. Reed would have endured my presence more complacently; her children would have entertained for me more of the cordiality of fellow-feeling; the servants would have been less prone to make me the scapegoat of the nursery.


  

Daylight began to forsake the red-room; it was past four o’clock, and the beclouded afternoon was tending to drear twilight. I heard the rain still beating continuously on the staircase window, and the wind howling in the grove behind the hall; I grew by degrees cold as a stone, and then my courage sank. My habitual mood of humiliation, self-doubt, forlorn depression, fell damp on the embers of my decaying ire. All said I was wicked, and perhaps I might be so; what thought had I been but just conceiving of starving myself to death? That certainly was a crime: and was I fit to die? Or was the vault under the chancel of Gateshead Church an inviting bourne? In such vault I had been told did Mr. Reed lie buried; and led by this thought to recall his idea, I dwelt on it with gathering dread. I could not remember him; but I knew that he was my own uncle — my mother’s brother — that he had taken me when a parentless infant to his house; and that in his last moments he had required a promise of Mrs. Reed that she would rear and maintain me as one of her own children. Mrs. Reed probably considered she had kept this promise; and so she had, I dare say, as well as her nature would permit her; but how could she really like an interloper not of her race, and unconnected with her, after her husband’s death, by any tie? It must have been most irksome to find herself bound by a hard-wrung pledge to stand in the stead of a parent to a strange child she could not love, and to see an uncongenial alien permanently intruded on her own family group.


  

A singular notion dawned upon me. I doubted not — never doubted — that if Mr. Reed had been alive he would have treated me kindly; and now, as I sat looking at the white bed and overshadowed walls — occasionally also turning a fascinated eye towards the dimly gleaning mirror — I began to recall what I had heard of dead men, troubled in their graves by the violation of their last wishes, revisiting the earth to punish the perjured and avenge the oppressed; and I thought Mr. Reed’s spirit, harassed by the wrongs of his sister’s child, might quit its abode — whether in the church vault or in the unknown world of the departed — and rise before me in this chamber. I wiped my tears and hushed my sobs, fearful lest any sign of violent grief might waken a preternatural voice to comfort me, or elicit from the gloom some haloed face, bending over me with strange pity. This idea, consolatory in theory, I felt would be terrible if realised: with all my might I endeavoured to stifle it — I endeavoured to be firm. Shaking my hair from my eyes, I lifted my head and tried to look boldly round the dark room; at this moment a light gleamed on the wall. Was it, I asked myself, a ray from the moon penetrating some aperture in the blind? No; moonlight was still, and this stirred; while I gazed, it glided up to the ceiling and quivered over my head. I can now conjecture readily that this streak of light was, in all likelihood, a gleam from a lantern carried by some one across the lawn: but then, prepared as my mind was for horror, shaken as my nerves were by agitation, I thought the swift darting beam was a herald of some coming vision from another world. My heart beat thick, my head grew hot; a sound filled my ears, which I deemed the rushing of wings; something seemed near me; I was oppressed, suffocated: endurance broke down; I rushed to the door and shook the lock in desperate effort. Steps came running along the outer passage; the key turned, Bessie and Abbot entered.


  

“Miss Eyre, are you ill?” said Bessie.


  

“What a dreadful noise! it went quite through me!” exclaimed Abbot.


  

“Take me out! Let me go into the nursery!” was my cry.


  

“What for? Are you hurt? Have you seen something?” again demanded Bessie.


  

“Oh! I saw a light, and I thought a ghost would come.” I had now got hold of Bessie’s hand, and she did not snatch it from me.


  

“She has screamed out on purpose,” declared Abbot, in some disgust. “And what a scream! If she had been in great pain one would have excused it, but she only wanted to bring us all here: I know her naughty tricks.”


  

“What is all this?” demanded another voice peremptorily; and Mrs. Reed came along the corridor, her cap flying wide, her gown rustling stormily. “Abbot and Bessie, I believe I gave orders that Jane Eyre should be left in the red-room till I came to her myself.”


  

“Miss Jane screamed so loud, ma’am,” pleaded Bessie.


  

“Let her go,” was the only answer. “Loose Bessie’s hand, child: you cannot succeed in getting out by these means, be assured. I abhor artifice, particularly in children; it is my duty to show you that tricks will not answer: you will now stay here an hour longer, and it is only on condition of perfect submission and stillness that I shall liberate you then.”


  

“O aunt! have pity! Forgive me! I cannot endure it — let me be punished some other way! I shall be killed if — ”


  

“Silence! This violence is all most repulsive:” and so, no doubt, she felt it. I was a precocious actress in her eyes; she sincerely looked on me as a compound of virulent passions, mean spirit, and dangerous duplicity.


  

Bessie and Abbot having retreated, Mrs. Reed, impatient of my now frantic anguish and wild sobs, abruptly thrust me back and locked me in, without farther parley. I heard her sweeping away; and soon after she was gone, I suppose I had a species of fit: unconsciousness closed the scene.
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  The next thing I remember is, waking up with a feeling as if I had had a frightful nightmare, and seeing before me a terrible red glare, crossed with thick black bars. I heard voices, too, speaking with a hollow sound, and as if muffled by a rush of wind or water: agitation, uncertainty, and an all-predominating sense of terror confused my faculties. Ere long, I became aware that some one was handling me; lifting me up and supporting me in a sitting posture, and that more tenderly than I had ever been raised or upheld before. I rested my head against a pillow or an arm, and felt easy.


  

In five minutes more the cloud of bewilderment dissolved: I knew quite well that I was in my own bed, and that the red glare was the nursery fire. It was night: a candle burnt on the table; Bessie stood at the bed-foot with a basin in her hand, and a gentleman sat in a chair near my pillow, leaning over me.


  

I felt an inexpressible relief, a soothing conviction of protection and security, when I knew that there was a stranger in the room, an individual not belonging to Gateshead, and not related to Mrs. Reed. Turning from Bessie (though her presence was far less obnoxious to me than that of Abbot, for instance, would have been), I scrutinised the face of the gentleman: I knew him; it was Mr. Lloyd, an apothecary, sometimes called in by Mrs. Reed when the servants were ailing: for herself and the children she employed a physician.


  

“Well, who am I?” he asked.


  

I pronounced his name, offering him at the same time my hand: he took it, smiling and saying, “We shall do very well by-and-by.” Then he laid me down, and addressing Bessie, charged her to be very careful that I was not disturbed during the night. Having given some further directions, and intimates that he should call again the next day, he departed; to my grief: I felt so sheltered and befriended while he sat in the chair near my pillow; and as he closed the door after him, all the room darkened and my heart again sank: inexpressible sadness weighed it down.


  

“Do you feel as if you should sleep, Miss?” asked Bessie, rather softly.


  

Scarcely dared I answer her; for I feared the next sentence might be rough. “I will try.”


  

“Would you like to drink, or could you eat anything?”


  

“No, thank you, Bessie.”


  

“Then I think I shall go to bed, for it is past twelve o’clock; but you may call me if you want anything in the night.”


  

Wonderful civility this! It emboldened me to ask a question.


  

“Bessie, what is the matter with me? Am I ill?”


  

“You fell sick, I suppose, in the red-room with crying; you’ll be better soon, no doubt.”


  

Bessie went into the housemaid’s apartment, which was near. I heard her say —


  

“Sarah, come and sleep with me in the nursery; I daren’t for my life be alone with that poor child tonight: she might die; it’s such a strange thing she should have that fit: I wonder if she saw anything. Missis was rather too hard.”


  

Sarah came back with her; they both went to bed; they were whispering together for half-an-hour before they fell asleep. I caught scraps of their conversation, from which I was able only too distinctly to infer the main subject discussed.


  

“Something passed her, all dressed in white, and vanished” — “A great black dog behind him” — “Three loud raps on the chamber door” — “A light in the churchyard just over his grave,” &c. &c.


  

At last both slept: the fire and the candle went out. For me, the watches of that long night passed in ghastly wakefulness; strained by dread: such dread as children only can feel.


  

No severe or prolonged bodily illness followed this incident of the red-room; it only gave my nerves a shock of which I feel the reverberation to this day. Yes, Mrs. Reed, to you I owe some fearful pangs of mental suffering, but I ought to forgive you, for you knew not what you did: while rending my heart-strings, you thought you were only uprooting my bad propensities.


  

Next day, by noon, I was up and dressed, and sat wrapped in a shawl by the nursery hearth. I felt physically weak and broken down: but my worse ailment was an unutterable wretchedness of mind: a wretchedness which kept drawing from me silent tears; no sooner had I wiped one salt drop from my cheek than another followed. Yet, I thought, I ought to have been happy, for none of the Reeds were there, they were all gone out in the carriage with their mama. Abbot, too, was sewing in another room, and Bessie, as she moved hither and thither, putting away toys and arranging drawers, addressed to me every now and then a word of unwonted kindness. This state of things should have been to me a paradise of peace, accustomed as I was to a life of ceaseless reprimand and thankless fagging; but, in fact, my racked nerves were now in such a state that no calm could soothe, and no pleasure excite them agreeably.


  

Bessie had been down into the kitchen, and she brought up with her a tart on a certain brightly painted china plate, whose bird of paradise, nestling in a wreath of convolvuli and rosebuds, had been wont to stir in me a most enthusiastic sense of admiration; and which plate I had often petitioned to be allowed to take in my hand in order to examine it more closely, but had always hitherto been deemed unworthy of such a privilege. This precious vessel was now placed on my knee, and I was cordially invited to eat the circlet of delicate pastry upon it. Vain favour! coming, like most other favours long deferred and often wished for, too late! I could not eat the tart; and the plumage of the bird, the tints of the flowers, seemed strangely faded: I put both plate and tart away. Bessie asked if I would have a book: the word book acted as a transient stimulus, and I begged her to fetch Gulliver’s Travels from the library. This book I had again and again perused with delight. I considered it a narrative of facts, and discovered in it a vein of interest deeper than what I found in fairy tales: for as to the elves, having sought them in vain among foxglove leaves and bells, under mushrooms and beneath the ground-ivy mantling old wall-nooks, I had at length made up my mind to the sad truth, that they were all gone out of England to some savage country where the woods were wilder and thicker, and the population more scant; whereas, Lilliput and Brobdignag being, in my creed, solid parts of the earth’s surface, I doubted not that I might one day, by taking a long voyage, see with my own eyes the little fields, houses, and trees, the diminutive people, the tiny cows, sheep, and birds of the one realm; and the cornfields forest-high, the mighty mastiffs, the monster cats, the tower-like men and women, of the other. Yet, when this cherished volume was now placed in my hand — when I turned over its leaves, and sought in its marvellous pictures the charm I had, till now, never failed to find — all was eerie and dreary; the giants were gaunt goblins, the pigmies malevolent and fearful imps, Gulliver a most desolate wanderer in most dread and dangerous regions. I closed the book, which I dared no longer peruse, and put it on the table, beside the untasted tart.


  

Bessie had now finished dusting and tidying the room, and having washed her hands, she opened a certain little drawer, full of splendid shreds of silk and satin, and began making a new bonnet for Georgiana’s doll. Meantime she sang: her song was —


  

“In the days when we went gipsying,


  

A long time ago.”


  

I had often heard the song before, and always with lively delight; for Bessie had a sweet voice, — at least, I thought so. But now, though her voice was still sweet, I found in its melody an indescribable sadness. Sometimes, preoccupied with her work, she sang the refrain very low, very lingeringly; “A long time ago” came out like the saddest cadence of a funeral hymn. She passed into another ballad, this time a really doleful one.


  

“My feet they are sore, and my limbs they are weary;


  

Long is the way, and the mountains are wild;


  

Soon will the twilight close moonless and dreary


  

Over the path of the poor orphan child.


  

Why did they send me so far and so lonely,


  

Up where the moors spread and grey rocks are piled?


  

Men are hard-hearted, and kind angels only


  

Watch o’er the steps of a poor orphan child.


  

Yet distant and soft the night breeze is blowing,


  

Clouds there are none, and clear stars beam mild,


  

God, in His mercy, protection is showing,


  

Comfort and hope to the poor orphan child.


  

Ev’n should I fall o’er the broken bridge passing,


  

Or stray in the marshes, by false lights beguiled,


  

Still will my Father, with promise and blessing,


  

Take to His bosom the poor orphan child.


  

There is a thought that for strength should avail me,


  

Though both of shelter and kindred despoiled;


  

Heaven is a home, and a rest will not fail me;


  

God is a friend to the poor orphan child.”


  

“Come, Miss Jane, don’t cry,” said Bessie as she finished. She might as well have said to the fire, “don’t burn!” but how could she divine the morbid suffering to which I was a prey? In the course of the morning Mr. Lloyd came again.


  

“What, already up!” said he, as he entered the nursery. “Well, nurse, how is she?”


  

Bessie answered that I was doing very well.


  

“Then she ought to look more cheerful. Come here, Miss Jane: your name is Jane, is it not?”


  

“Yes, sir, Jane Eyre.”


  

“Well, you have been crying, Miss Jane Eyre; can you tell me what about? Have you any pain?”


  

“No, sir.”


  

“Oh! I daresay she is crying because she could not go out with Missis in the carriage,” interposed Bessie.


  

“Surely not! why, she is too old for such pettishness.”


  

I thought so too; and my self-esteem being wounded by the false charge, I answered promptly, “I never cried for such a thing in my life: I hate going out in the carriage. I cry because I am miserable.”


  

“Oh fie, Miss!” said Bessie.


  

The good apothecary appeared a little puzzled. I was standing before him; he fixed his eyes on me very steadily: his eyes were small and grey; not very bright, but I dare say I should think them shrewd now: he had a hard-featured yet good-natured looking face. Having considered me at leisure, he said —


  

“What made you ill yesterday?”


  

“She had a fall,” said Bessie, again putting in her word.


  

“Fall! why, that is like a baby again! Can’t she manage to walk at her age? She must be eight or nine years old.”


  

“I was knocked down,” was the blunt explanation, jerked out of me by another pang of mortified pride; “but that did not make me ill,” I added; while Mr. Lloyd helped himself to a pinch of snuff.


  

As he was returning the box to his waistcoat pocket, a loud bell rang for the servants’ dinner; he knew what it was. “That’s for you, nurse,” said he; “you can go down; I’ll give Miss Jane a lecture till you come back.”


  

Bessie would rather have stayed, but she was obliged to go, because punctuality at meals was rigidly enforced at Gateshead Hall.


  

“The fall did not make you ill; what did, then?” pursued Mr. Lloyd when Bessie was gone.


  

“I was shut up in a room where there is a ghost till after dark.”


  

I saw Mr. Lloyd smile and frown at the same time.


  

“Ghost! What, you are a baby after all! You are afraid of ghosts?”


  

“Of Mr. Reed’s ghost I am: he died in that room, and was laid out there. Neither Bessie nor any one else will go into it at night, if they can help it; and it was cruel to shut me up alone without a candle, — so cruel that I think I shall never forget it.”


  

“Nonsense! And is it that makes you so miserable? Are you afraid now in daylight?”


  

“No: but night will come again before long: and besides, — I am unhappy, — very unhappy, for other things.”


  

“What other things? Can you tell me some of them?”


  

How much I wished to reply fully to this question! How difficult it was to frame any answer! Children can feel, but they cannot analyse their feelings; and if the analysis is partially effected in thought, they know not how to express the result of the process in words. Fearful, however, of losing this first and only opportunity of relieving my grief by imparting it, I, after a disturbed pause, contrived to frame a meagre, though, as far as it went, true response.


  

“For one thing, I have no father or mother, brothers or sisters.”


  

“You have a kind aunt and cousins.”
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