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ABSTRACT
“Mother, I will”’: Female Subjectivity and Religious Vision in the Brontés’ Novels
By
Amanda N. Scott
Dr. Timothy Erwin, Examination Committee Chair
Professor of English
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
Anne, Charlotte, and Emily Bront€ have long attracted sustained critical attention, in
large part because of their strong female protagonists. These strong-willed women self-assuredly
reject oppression and model new paradigms for the Victorian woman to empower her
subjectivity. This subjectivity serves, in turn, not only as the ability to form and express views
counter to outworn social prescriptions, but it also serves as the centralized interior focus that
allows their protagonists to think of themselves as the foremost subjects of their lives, rather than
see themselves as pawns to be moved about in the games of patriarchal hierarchy. This study
reads their female subjectivity as a form of religious belief to be understood in visual as well as
verbal terms. In the chapters that follow I have tried to show how the various heroines of
Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre (1847), Shirley (1849), and Villette (1853); Emily Bronte’s
Wuthering Heights (1847); and Anne Bronte’s Agnes Grey (1847) and The Tenant of Wildfell
Hall (1848) draw upon their sense of vision to assert their spirituality and express their religious
faith through subjectivity. At times these women employ iconography to identify and subvert
religious tyranny. At other times, the narrator shows us how the divine iconography of the
natural world directs humanity away from error with a power and directness that language
simply cannot reach. We also see how these images may serve to reinterpret the myth of

essential female origin, arguing that women’s reproductive function is the driving force of

111



civilization. In some of the Brontés’ more complex novels, like Villette and Wuthering Heights,
images clarify a convoluted story of faith. At times their narrators can even promote a
straightforward code of ethics that, through visual means, acknowledges and clarifies instances
of domestic violence otherwise represented with euphemistic vagueness, for example. Drawing
upon W.J.T. Mitchell’s theory of the imagetext as a mixed form of visual-verbal representation,
and the post-structuralist theories of French feminists, I want to argue that the textual vision of
the Brontés typically finds bodily expression. ' I also want to explore Christian spirituality as the
force by which these women sanction their vision as subjects. In sum, my belief is that the
Brontés have proven to be such immovable fixtures for studying religion and gender in the
Victorian era because their heroines serve as distinctive voices that question women’s secondary
place in society in order to take the full measure of their imaginative and moral possibilities.
They shine as particular models of Victorian womanhood not only by rejecting patriarchal
control but also by affirming their self-reflective religious faith. Across all the major works of all
three authors, we may recognize highly nuanced views of morality and faith, and through these

narrative lenses, new and meaningful paths for individualized feminine faith.

!'See W.I. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994). Also see Héléne
Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa,” trans. Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and
Society 1, no. 4: (Summer 1976): 875-893.

v



DEDICATION
To my daughter, Emmeline, may your vision be strong and your faith lead you on. To my son,

Hudson, may you listen to women’s stories, and then engrave them on your heart.
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INTRODUCTION

The Brontés’ nuanced moral voices have long attracted scholarly interest, and during the
second wave of feminism, or from about 1961 to 1989, critics focused on the way moral
imperatives tend to suppress the heroines of their novels. In the seminal 7he Madwoman in the
Attic, for example, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar regard the sisters as literary examples of
subjugated female anger. On this view, domesticated women like Jane Eyre are often paired
with what they call “dark double[s],” fallen characters like Bertha Mason, who openly rebel
against patriarchal control.' They describe this relationship between the two as “the book’s
central confrontation. . . . Not with [Jane’s] own sexuality but with her own imprisoned ‘hunger,
rebellion, and rage,” a secret dialogue of self and soul” manifested in her doppelginger Bertha.?
Critics following in the tradition of Gilbert and Gubar seem to see the Brontés as revolutionary,
in part because their writing subverts Victorian morality. These critics assert that feminine
liberation in their novels occurs inherently in challenging women’s reverence to a patriarchal
God.? This critical vantage point has persisted in Brontéan studies, but more recently critics also
recognize that the novels not only subvert patriarchal notions of morality but also serve as

models for how women can counter their oppressive realities and live fulfilled lives of

: Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar. The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-
Century Literary Imagination, 2™ ed., (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 360.

? Ibid., 339. Furthermore, they read Wuthering Heights and Shirley as fixated upon issues of female hunger
and starvation in their treatments of Catherine Earnshaw and Shirley Keeldar, and they read Villette’s Lucy Snowe
as a nun-like figure buried alive beneath the crushing weight of patriarchal expectation.

3 Some examples include M.A. Blom’s “Charlotte Bronté, Feminist Manqueé,” Bucknell Review 21, no.1
(1973): 87-103; and Linda Hunt’s “Charlotte Bront€ and the Suffering Sisterhood,” Colby Library Quarterly 19, no.
1(1983): 7-17.



individualized belief. Among the most articulate of these critical explications is Lucasta Miller’s
The Bronté Myth. One of the main aims of her book is to assert that the Brontés created a new
myth about being a Victorian woman, “a positive concept of the emerging female self in a
society whose predominant models of middle-class femininity were self-denying, dutiful, and
passion-free.”* It is through this new myth that we see female characters resist objectification as
domestic and moral creatures and substitute an active interpretation of themselves as subjects in
their secular and spiritual lives.

While these heroines do not inspire radical social reform in terms of gender inequality,
these women do emphasize that the limitations of their gender sphere are social creations rather
than biological facts or divine proclamations. The paradigm shift fostered by Miller and others
finds a parallel in the growing feminist sentiment of the early Victorian era—that women were
the weaker sex because of what one early commentator called “vicious circumstances,” rather
than because of innate qualities.” The resistance to biology as an explanation for misogyny is
given eloquent expression in Mary Wollstonecraft’s 4 Vindication of the Rights of Women
(1792), whose views began to inflect the works of female authors such as the Brontés in the
Victorian era. Knowing the unfair restrictions on their gender, women in the Brontés proceed
through their lives with sustained composure, which moderately—and sometimes radically—
subverts injustice. We see this new paradigm for women through both first-person narrators and
outspoken female protagonists. Strong female subjects appear as narrators in Charlotte Bronté’s

Jane Eyre and Villette as well as in Anne Bronté’s Agnes Grey and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall.

* Lucasta Miller, The Bronté Myth, (New York: Random House, 2001), 18.

* William Thompson argued this in his 1826 article in The Co-Operative Magazine. Cited in Barbara
Taylor, Eve and the New Jerusalem: Socialism and Feminism in the Nineteenth Century, (New York: Random
House, 1983), 25.



In novels where protagonists are not primary narrators, we find the modeling of this new myth in
the dialogue of outspoken characters. The strongest instances of these forthright women include
Charlotte Bronté’s Shirley Keeldar of Shirley and Emily Bronté’s Cathy Earnshaw of Wuthering
Heights.

I must carefully qualify my use of the term subjectivity, for though it was a term used in
the Brontés’ day, it was not endowed with the psychoanalytic complexity that we give the word
today. The Oxford English Dictionary provides this as a definition for subjectivity: “The quality
or condition of viewing things chiefly or exclusively through the medium of one's own mind or
individuality; the condition of being dominated by or absorbed in one's personal feelings,
thoughts, concerns, etc.” The dictionary references the earliest citation of subjectivity in this
sense to 1838, but the most telling citation for this definition is from W.G. Ward’s The Ideal of a
Christian Church. Ward was an English convert to Roman Catholicism, and his tract argues that
the remedy for the divided Church of England was to surrender to the Catholic Church. In this
treatise, Ward argues that the systemic religious corruption he saw in the Anglican church was
becoming more outrageous to his country because there was a shift toward individuality in
European thought. He notes “[t]he vast increase of what is called subjectivity; the very much
greater portion of man’s life and interest which is occupied in observation of his own thoughts,
feelings, and actions.”” It is extremely unlikely that any of the Brontés would have read Ward’s
treatise because it was carefully censored, but his observation of the growing inclination toward

subjectivity on religious matters is certainly present across the Brontés’ work.

8 "subjectivity, n.". OED Online. March 2016. Oxford University Press. http://www.oed.com (accessed
April 02, 2016).

"W.G. Ward, The Ideal of a Christian Church, (London: James Toovey, 1844), 79. Accessed via Google
Books. 02 April 2016.



Though I do wish to use the term subjectivity according to the definition above, I also
find it important to define my use of this term further. For while the Brontés do concern
themselves with subjectivity in the sense that their female characters privilege their own thoughts
and feelings over the norms of society, this subjectivity of which I write should not be
misunderstood only in this more colloquial sense. In my exploration of subjectivity I wish to not
only show that the Brontés’ female characters privilege their individual perceptions and feelings,
but I also wish to show that it is their understanding of themselves as the subjects of their
narratives— and their very worlds— that enables them to champion their individual
perspectives. This notion of the female subject is crucial to my study and a characteristic of the
Brontés’ that sets them apart from their historical period. In much of Victorian literature it seems
that women, and most particularly spiritual women, take on a more objective position by
considering themselves to be the passive recipients of religious teaching or the passive
beneficiaries of divine guidance. In the Brontés, however, women see themselves as active
subjects who earnestly pursue an individual connection with God and an intuitive understanding
of truth through their thoughts and sensory perceptions. Throughout this study, then, subjectivity
will denote not only individualized thought, but more precisely, individualized thought that is
enabled through women’s understanding of themselves as active subjects and the creators of
their own spiritual identity.

Subjectivity, as I present it here, also bears significance in terms of women’s civic
involvement, a duty that the Brontés present as being inextricably linked to women’s moral
purposes. Twelve years after the publication of the Brontés’ first wave of novels in 1847, John
Stuart Mill wrote his controversial On Liberty. In it, he advocates for free speech and

individuality in thought, urging that a truly educated person:



[m]ust use observation to see, reasoning and judgment to foresee, activity to gather
materials for decision, discrimination to decide, and when he has decided, firmness and
self-control to hold to his deliberate decision. And these qualities he requires and
exercises exactly in proportion as the part of his conduct which he determines according

to his own judgment and feelings is a large one.®

This freedom to see and think for oneself was central to Mill’s idea of individuality. He also
recognized, however, that in order for true individuality to exist that liberty must also thrive. And
though there is no escaping the conventional male pronoun in the paragraph above, we know that
Mill was exceptionally aware of the misogyny of his day, as he articulated it in his essay “The
Subjection of Women,” written in 1861 and published in 1869. Of course, Mill’s writings come
after the majority of the Brontés’ novels were written, but I argue that the sisters were
contributors to the movement for individuality because of their protagonists’ careful
consideration of—and often rejection of—the customs, morals, and limitations of their world.
For an example of a decidedly strong female subject, we can look to Jane Eyre, who
works to counter oppression from her childhood on. She stands up to injustice at the hands of her
cruel aunt, at the hands of Edward Rochester, and finally at the hands of St. John Rivers, and her
narrative remains centered on her individualized perception of her moral responsibilities
throughout, even when such knowledge comes at great personal cost. In a particularly low
moment, she retains her sense of worth and moral vision, narrating: “/ care for myself. The more

solitary, the more friendless, the more unsustained I am, the more I will respect myself” (JE,

¥ John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, On Liberty (New York: Everyman, 1993), 117.



404). Unsurprisingly, Jane’s visual imagination strengthens her subjectivity, allowing her to see
the world and her social existence, not as it is, but as it might be. Jane becomes an astute register
for deciphering visual meaning. This visual capability proves central to speaking her mind and
surviving adversity with her sense of interior centrality intact. Across the entire corpus of the
Brontés’ work, we see similar moments of self-knowledge revealed through visual interiority.
For example, Lucy Snowe of Charlotte Bronté’s Villette relies on her subjectivity to navigate
through confusing sightings of a ghostly nun, and we come to understand her interior essence
most reliably through the visual rhetoric she expresses. Anne Bronté’s Helen Graham of 7The
Tenant of Wildfell Hall is another narrator who models this mode of visual subjectivity. She
maintains her quiet virtue even as her community misunderstands and shuns her in the wake of
her marriage collapsing and living as a single mother. She expresses the spectacle of drunken
violence in frank visual terms, and she also relies on her imaginative vision when she paints, an
act that she seems to find therapeutic.

When female protagonists are not first-person narrators, we hear the strength of their
voices in spirited dialogue. Charlotte Bronté’s Shirley Keeldar rejects political
disenfranchisement and advocates for fairer marital relationships throughout the Shirley. Even
though her advocating for women’s rights seems to fall on deaf ears, she remains undaunted and
expresses her hopes for womankind through visual rhetoric. In one moment, she visualizes
Mother Eve in the beauty of a sunset and affirms her views that women serve as the progenitors
of civilization through their reproductive and creative might, and as such have no business
submitting to their husbands and abstaining from public involvement. As in Charlotte Bront&’s
other novels, visual rhetoric serves to articulate Shirley’s views and express the power of her

intellect. We also see bold subjectivity in both narration and dialogue through Emily Bronté’s



Cathy Earnshaw of Wuthering Heights. Though the structure and style of this novel prove
different from Emily’s sisters’, we see a common thread in that Cathy’s strongest thoughts are
conveyed through visual rhetoric. She expresses her love for Heathcliff and relative indifference
toward Edgar Linton through visual language, and her most profound statements about her
spiritual worldview are conveyed through dreams. She relates one dream to Nelly Dean in which
heaven and hell seem to be inverted, illustrating her attachment to Heathcliff more than her
desire for a pious heaven. Most strikingly, she also influences a vision for Mr. Lockwood, and he
intimately experiences her distaste for organized religion through reading her journal. In these
instances, we see that Cathy’s distinct perspective and her ability to privilege her desires above
others’, reside in her vision. Whether through striking narrators or purposeful dialogue, the
Brontés present us with women who know themselves and filter morality and religious meaning

through their subjectivity.

The Brontés’ Religious Voices

In undertaking a study related to Victorian religion, it is essential to acknowledge the
theological ruptures within Christianity at the time. These ruptures were the result of outside
pressures, like Europe’s growing secularism and more pronounced scientific inquiry, and the
result of divisions within Protestantism. Because of these outside pressures and inward divisions,
there was a steady decline in church attendance and decreased sectarian involvement. Part of the
distaste with religion was because it had become a function of the state that offered privilege to
the English unevenly. The Church of England enjoyed privileges not afforded to other faiths,
mainly in terms of freedom from taxation. In addition, all births, marriages, and burials had to

be registered through the church. Burial rites in particular had to be performed either in



Anglican ritual or else in complete silence. It wasn’t until late in the century that dissenting
faiths were granted more equal treatment. Even within Anglicanism, there were many variations
of doctrine and practice. The lack of uniformity occurred because of social differences inspired
by industrialization, and this variation was of some concern to high Anglicans, who pushed for
increased unity through the Oxford Movement; low Anglicans, by contrast, often referred to as
evangelicals,” promoted a more individualized interpretation of the Bible. The latter is the
category to which the Brontés belong. Aside from orthodox Anglicanism, there were dissenting
faiths such as Methodists, Baptists, Unitarians, and Quakers, all of which were distinguished
from one another in a variety of ways. Some sects were fairly uniform, while others, particularly
the Congregationalist sect, made the important distinction of being autonomous from centralized
hierarchy. Doctrinal issues varied as well. For example, Baptists believed in baptism by
immersion and Quakers believed in the centrality of Inner Light (a completely individualized and
spontaneous interpretation of Christianity). Sects also varied in their emotional flavor. While
some sects, like Unitarians, were Enlightened rationalists, sects like Calvinist Methodists were
extremely dramatic about their fallen state and were ecstatic about redemption.'® As we shall see,
however, there were a plethora of attitudes about how to best worship Christ, to whom his saving
power extended, and how one could attain salvation and avoid eternal punishment. Each of these
groups drew on the Bible as their central source of doctrine, though their interpretations of it
varied widely, and this flexibility brought into question the stability of religious texts to define

Christian doctrine and practice.

? The use of the term “evangelical” is not to be confused with the use of “Evangelical,” of course. The
former indicates a freer form of Anglicanism, while the latter indicates a dissenting group distinct from
Anglicanism.

19 Qee further Laura Ingham, The Brontés: Authors in Context (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006), 191, for
more detail.



When we consider the milieu of their upbringing at Haworth, it’s no wonder that the
Brontés rendered such self-knowing heroines who yet have so many preoccupations with
religious faith. Mr. Bront€ served as a low-Anglican clergyman for 41 years, and his
appointment at Haworth followed a significant heritage within the evangelical Anglican

tradition. As Emily Griesinger reports,

The fathers of British evangelicalism, John and Charles Wesley, George Whitefield, and
William Grimshaw, were all ordained ministers in the Church of England. They all
preached from the pulpit of Patrick Bronte's church in Haworth during the previous
century, and the Yorkshire moors, known today as "Bronté€ Country," were famous then

for the spiritual legacy of these men. '

With this rich heritage, Patrick certainly brought up his daughters in the evangelical tradition.
We can see the influence of evangelicalism, with the emphasis on the interior life of faith within
the Brontés’ works, rather than rigid adherence to religious dogma. This has proven an often
misunderstood nuance of the Brontés’ upbringing, perhaps because Elizabeth Gaskell portrayed
the Bronté patriarch as a repressive father.'?

Through Charlotte’s letters we can learn more about the family’s religious habits. They
participated in morning and evening prayer as well as frequent church attendance, but these
habits in no way impinged on her leisurely pursuits. She read and wrote when she wished, and,

when she was willing to put on her glasses to combat her severe near-sightedness, even enjoyed

" Emily Griesinger, “Charlotte Bront&’s Religion: Faith, Feminism, and Jane Eyre,” Christianity and
Literature 58, no. 1 (2008): 40.

12 Ibid., 33.



dancing." There is essentially no evidence that the Brontg sisters clashed with their father on
religious matters, though many critics have conflated Charlotte and Emily’s resistance against
organized religion as a rebellion against their father.'* On the contrary, there is evidence that Mr.
Bronté€ was unusually open-minded for his day about his daughters’ religious observance, as is
evidenced in his allowance for Emily—the least religious of his daughters—to avoid teaching
Sunday school, even when her sisters were away.'> Patrick Bronté, though decidedly evangelical,
was also sympathetic to various doctrinal points of view. He attended Methodist services and
collaborated with other ecclesiastical leaders on many occasions. With growing secularism
across Europe, these groups slowly began to focus more on their commonalities rather than
differences, and with the growing cooperation between Protestant groups, there was an increased
allowance for individual interpretation of Christian doctrine. In the case of Patrick Brontg,
however, interfaith cooperation had its limits. He adamantly rejected Calvinist doctrines of
predestined salvation, as did his children. '° In addition, Charlotte and Emily are known to have
ridiculed their mother’s sister, Aunt Branwell, in her attempt to indoctrinate the children in
Methodist beliefs about salvation.'’

It should be noted that with the emphasis on Christian beliefs at Haworth also came a
careful attention to promoting the daughters’ education and intellectual advancement in a way
unusual at the time. As pedagogic theorist Sue Lonoff argues through studying the Brontés’

letters, we learn that though Mr. Bronté certainly stressed the importance of academics to

13 Ibid., 45.

'S Winifred Gérin, Emily Bronté: A Biography (London: Oxford University Press, 1971), 148-49.

' Michael Baumber, “William Grimshaw, Patrick Bronté, and The Evangelical Revival,” History Today
42, no. 11(November 1992): 30.

'7 Griesinger, “Charlotte Bronté&’s Religion,” 459.

10



Branwell more than to his daughters, he allowed them to participate in Branwell’s tutoring
sessions as well. Lonoff assesses their education: “the stimuli at home for learning far exceeded
the stimuli at any school for girls.” She observes that Mr. Bronté led them in “active learning,
motivated study, collaborative projects, cooperative engagement, a sense of ownership over the
material, and emphasis on creativity.”'® So it would seem that Mr. Bront&’s religious convictions
were in no way at odds with providing a strong intellectual upbringing for his daughters.

The Brontés’ curiosity about the wider world of learning and religion is evident when
their fiction addresses issues of morality and faith, as is their upbringing in a heterodox cultural
milieu. Charlotte represents a consistent concern about idolatry in romantic relationships, and
also reflects anxieties about Roman Catholicism while paradoxically balking at the Victorian
tendency to segregate religious sects. Emily Bronté’s spiritualism proves strongly personal, and
at certain moments rather contradictory. The speakers of her poems struggle with religious
doubt, and sometimes even long for death to satisfy their hopes for salvation. Her Wuthering
Heights decries religious hypocrisy and presents a Blakean inversion of heaven and hell, while
also implicitly preaching the doctrine of universal salvation. '* Anne Bronté sometimes adopts a
mainstream Anglican attitude, and while her novels generally reflect a didactic dimension, her
stance holds men and women to the same moral standard. Because of the many spiritual concepts
touched upon in the sisters’ works, many critics try to situate them in a particular religious

tradition, but as Marianne Thormihlen has pointed out, the “enormous complexity and variety”

'8 Sue Lonoff, “The Education of Charlotte Bronté: A Pedagogical Case Study,” Pedagogy: Critical
Approaches to Teaching Literature, Language, Composition, and Culture 1, no. 3 (2001): 459.

' See Emma Mason “The Clue to the Brontés: Methodism and Wuthering Heights,” in Biblical Religion
and the Novel, 1700-2000, Eds. Mark Knight and Thomas Woodman, (London: Ashgate, 2006), 69-78; and also her
“‘Some God of Wild Enthusiast's Dreams’: Emily Bronté's Religious Enthusiasm” Victorian Literature and Culture
31, No. 1 (2003): 263-277.
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of Victorian theology “often threaten[s] an investigator's foothold.”** Because of the Brontés’
fluid and personalized spirituality, I will avoid placing too strong an emphasis on their sectarian
leanings, as other critics have attempted to do, and will instead focus on the way their
individualized religious notions works in the fiction. In this way we can explore the relationship

between femininity and religious faith most productively.

Victorian Morality and Female Empowerment

Victorian religion has long been understood as an oppressive force over women, and
there is much historical basis that corroborates this belief. The male-centeredness of the Bible
and Christian hierarchy is indisputable. The Bible was written under the sanction of a male God
to male prophets, and translated by male clergy for a male audience. The major figures of the
Bible are largely male. Christian models of goodness are nearly always men. While there are
notable female figures such as Eve, Miriam, Ruth, Deborah, and Esther in the Old Testament and
the Virgin Mary and Mary Magdalene in the New Testament, many women are described as
“Manoah’s wife” or “Jephthah’s daughter” and not as actual self-contained identities.”’ When we
add to this the many overtly misogynistic notions about women as subservient to men and as
being particularly susceptible to temptation, ideas found in the Bible and expounded on across
countless pulpits, then present-day feminist dissatisfaction with Christianity seems justified.
Furthermore, women were not permitted into leadership positions or allowed to preach at the

pulpit in most Christian sects.”> Church hierarchy ultimately proved to be a patriarch’s dominion.

2 Marianne Thorméhlen, The Brontés and Religion (London: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 2.
2! Julie Melnyk, Victorian Religion: Faith and Life in Britain, (London: Praeger, 2008), 125.

221 would be remiss not to note, however, that the Quaker and Methodist Christian minorities did allow
women to preach in some cases. For more detail, see Ingham, The Brontés, 191.

12



With more careful consideration, however, we can see that the orthodox Anglican
hierarchy was not, as other scholars have argued, wholly and completely anti-feminist. * The
church provided many areas for leadership and public involvement that would not likely have
been available through any other means. As Julie Melnyk puts it, religion provided women with
“an official place and recognition within the church; opportunities to participate in meaningful
public work; professional training with a chance to assume leadership roles; and an alternative to

domestic life in a patriarchal family.”**

Indeed, religion provided women with public roles as
Sunday school teachers, community organizers, and trusted moral voices. We see historical
evidence that women were not only regarded as docile followers but also as proselyting soldiers
for Christ in their role as missionaries abroad.”

The public influence of women’s moral authority was not limited to religious institutions,
however. Women activists served as irreplaceable advocates for universal abolition in 1833, and
British activists had a transatlantic influence in American abolition as well.”® Female activists
utilized their moral duty to lift up the downtrodden in their philanthropic efforts and effect

political change on a broader scale.”” As Melnyk puts the matter: “Christian women could use

evidence from the Bible as claims of divine vocation to override traditional restrictions on

2 For the most famous example of this, see Gilbert and Gubar, Madwoman in the Attic, 387. Gilbert and
Gubar saw Jane’s morals as suppressing her wild sexuality and asserted that religious devotion undermined Shirley’s
independent spirit.

24 Melnyk, Victorian Religion, 133.

2> Michelle Tusan, “Gleaners in the Holy Land: Women and the Missionary Press in Victorian Britain,”
Nineteenth-Century Gender Studies 6, no. 2 (Summer 2010): para 19, accessed June 14, 2015,
http://www.ncgsjournal.com/issue62/tusan.htm.

26 Claire Midgley, Women Against Slavery, (London: Routledge, 1995), 121-22.

2" bid., 156.
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women’s public roles.”*® Women could actually use the Bible to counter patriarchal oppression
within evangelical thought, fighting inequalities that extended far beyond their own self-interest.
Women’s moral power also affected other political causes, such as Chartism and Owenist
socialism. In these endeavors, women appropriated their involvement “as a militant extension of
their family role, thus reproducing divisions of labour and power found within the plebiean
household.”” These forward-thinking women expanded their moral authority primarily through
women’s societies, organizations that became widespread in the Victorian era. Such groups
probably seemed harmless to the patriarchal establishment, for they largely worked in charitable
causes, but these societies’ doctrine of philanthropy was actually inspired through the radical
ideal of female messianism as it originated from the French revolution. This radical doctrine
argued that women would function as saviors, both morally and biologically, and save the world
from degeneration. Though the conservative nature of these women’s societies was far removed
from the groups’ ideological origins, women’s societies enacted covertly powerful feminist
influence much akin to their roots.*® It is within these arenas of female leadership, so
emboldened by moral purpose, that many feminist causes were brought forth.”' In surveying
women’s moral authority, it is clear that the societal prescription for them as moral exemplars
both stifled their sexual freedom in holding them to a much higher standard than men and

promoted their public and domestic influence.

28 Melnyk, Victorian Religion, 125.
29 Taylor, Eve and the New Jerusalem, 267.

3% Barbara Taylor, “The Woman-Power: Religious Heresy and Feminism in Early English Socialism,”
Tearing the Veil: Essays in Femininity, Ed. Susan Lipshitz (London: Routledge and Paul, 1978), 122.

3 Taylor, Eve and the New Jerusalem, 14-15.
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Understandably, women’s moral power was used for both anti-feminist and feminist

causes. On this matter, Barbara Taylor comments that,

[In the hands of anti-feminists, [women’s moral authority] usually served merely to
buttress sentimental dogmas of domestic womanhood (‘the Angel in the house’), but even
among feminists it led to a celebration of female specialness and moral superiority which

jostled uneasily with arguments against the concept of an innate femininity. >

It is precisely with this sense of uneasy ambiguity that the Bront€s navigate the connection
between women and morality. Indeed, we can see that the sisters, though committed to writing
for moral causes, were also decidedly selective on what they considered truly moral. As
Charlotte writes in her introduction to the second edition of Jane Eyre: “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”
(JE, xxix). It is with this ideology that Bronté rendered what Maria Lamonaca calls “a message
of radical spiritual autonomy for women” in Jane Eyre.”> In sum, the Bronté sisters became
moral writers on their own terms. Raised within the tradition of liberal evangelicalism, the
Brontés were perhaps not as radical as critics like Lamonaca would like to believe, but were part
of a larger shift toward individualized religious interpretation within Victorian Christianity.
Rather than adhere to Christian dogma, these women operate within a sort of biblical

hermeneutics, a concept defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as “the study or analysis of

32 1bid., 30.

33 Maria Lamonaca, “Jane’s Crown of Thorns: Feminism and Christianity in Jane Eyre,” Studies in the
Novel 34, No. 3, (2002): 247.

15



how texts, utterances, or actions are interpreted...Such study typically addresses the plurality of
possible interpretations arising from factors such as cultural, social, or historical context,

>34 Our modern definition of

linguistic imprecision or change, multiple witnesses, etc.
hermeneutics is far removed, in some ways, from Friedrich Schleiermacher’s theories, the early
nineteenth-century German philosopher who is recognized as the father of the modern study of
hermeneutics. Schleiermacher was interested in describing a universal method for which a
person could interpret texts. For him, the end goal of interpreting texts, most particularly
religious texts, was a transcendent level of understanding. He was interested in the psychological
aspects of interpretation, and this is an interest that has evolved significantly over the years in the
scholarly tradition of hermeneutics.”® Here I will employ Schleiermacher’s notion of
hermeneutics, but with some more modern inflections that I have observed in other critical
commentary pertaining to the Brontés. While Schleiermacher was concerned with a universal
methodology for interpretation, my study of hermeneutics in the Brontés will prove much more
individualized for each particular female subject. Another departure from Schleiermacher is that
these women rely on divine inspiration to interpret truth, while Schleiermacher suggested that no
such supernatural aid should be needed to interpret messages soundly. The Brontés are centrally
concerned with a transcendent form of understanding, just as Schleiermacher was, but for them
this was necessarily personal—and divine, in many cases— rather than universal and systematic.

Biblical hermeneutics are prevalent in the sisters’ works in that we can recognize

ideological echoes of the Bible in the texts when overt biblical allusions may not be employed.

3% "hermeneutics, n.". OED Online. March 2016. Oxford University Press. http://www.oed.com (accessed
August 04, 2015).

3 Fora good collection of Schleiermacher’s lectures, see Friedrich Schleiermacher, Hermeneutics and
Criticism, ed. Andrew Bowie (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
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The biblical hermeneutics that are most important to my argument are visual manifestations of
Christianity that often serve as implicit links to biblical precepts and traditions. Many instances
of these visual biblical hermeneutics occur as women draw meaning from natural images that can
be linked to clear biblical contexts and when women view or create art that contains biblical
images. Though the Brontés’ novels may not always contain clear didacticism about Christian
precepts or explicit commentary on women’s place in the religious institution, we can infer a
clear theme across their works through their use of visual biblical hermeneutics. Women’s
engagement with these images in the Brontés is enabled through their vision as subjects. In turn,
their subjectivity enables them to individualize Christian precepts through the interior workings
of the conscience — as projected onto both the natural world and the man-made world of art and

architecture.

Religion and the Visual Field

In his 1847 review of Jane Eyre, G.H. Lewes noted the “strange power of subjectivity” in
which the “internal effects” of the protagonist’s consciousness reflected in the “external
experiences” of the outside world.”® Simon Cooke builds on Lewes’s remark in saying that “the
Brontés use a type of distortion in which the outward becomes the register of the inner. . . .
‘Objective’ and ‘subjective’ are fused into one, and images of the physical world become mirrors
of the inner world of feeling and thought.”” These critics tend to think of the fiction in the
tradition of the pathetic fallacy, in which the emotional quality of the narrator is projected into

characteristics of the outside world. John Ruskin first coined the term in his Modern Painters

36 Cited in Allott, The Brontés: The Critical Heritage, 86.

37 Simon Cooke, ““The Ever-Shifting Kaleidoscope of the Imagination’: Modern Illustrations to the
Brontés,” Bronté Studies 31 (2006), 9.
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(1856) as a means of criticizing emotional falseness in late 18" century poetry. The famous
example Ruskin created to illustrate his critique is, “They rowed her in across the rolling foam-- /
The cruel, crawling foam.” He continues to point out, “the foam is not cruel, neither does it
crawl. The state of mind which attributes to it these characters of a living creature is one in
which the reason is unhinged by grief.” *® Ruskin’s critique became an important facet of
Victorian criticism, though many Modernist poets would employ the pathetic fallacy in future
years deliberately and effectively.’” Both these nineteenth-century critics and their current
critical heirs recognize the permeability of the subject’s consciousness between inner and outer
realities, and both suggest that the protagonists of the Brontés are the passive absorbers of
outside stimuli. What I would like to show instead is that these protagonists serve as active
forces by which outward forms receive inward meaning. The Bront€ sisters do not fall within the
tradition of the pathetic fallacy in which they write to transfer their emotions onto images; rather,
exterior images operate for them as a system of meaning that can only be interpreted through
their heroines’ subjectivity.

The dynamic relationship between the image and meaning in the Brontés might best be
delineated by the theories of W.J.T. Mitchell, who argues that “writing, in its physical, graphical
form, is an inseparable suturing of the visual and the verbal, the ‘imagetext’ incarnate.”*" In other
words, language itself is already quasi-visual, and in several different ways. The visual aspects
of reading range from book illustration, to allusion to familiar iconography, to forming new

pictures to entertain the mind’s eye. Although writers use language to convey meaning, fiction

38 John Ruskin, “Of the Pathetic Fallacy,” Modern Painters, vol. 3, pt 4 (London: Knopf, 1988), 156.

3% The Modernist writers most famous for their use of the pathetic fallacy are Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot,
and it was Eliot who coined the term “objective correlative” to describe a similar phenomenon.

* Mitchell, Picture Theory, 95.
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and poetry are often shadowed by vision. The fusion of the two is undeniably present in the
Brontés’ fiction, where images and imagery regularly speak to characters in ways that transcend
language. While the imagetext is something Mitchell finds to one degree or another in all literary
works, the Brontés are particularly apt for visual reading because the fiction is visual in such a
wide variety of ways. The novels not only represent the same imagery that fiction in general
tends to do but also recast the Romantic lyric in terms of visual sensation. Appearance and its
relationship to reality, as well as the purpose of art and women’s role as artists, are ongoing
themes throughout the sisters’ works.

We also know that the Brontés themselves were amateur artists and quite interested in
painting and sketching. As Juliette Wells and Sandra Hagan note, the Bront€ sisters were not
unusual in either their artistic pursuits or in the use of artistic themes; however, they are
exceptionally ripe for scholarly exploration because of how well their artistic influences have
been catalogued.*' Christine Alexander and Jane Sellar’s The Art of the Brontés has proven
particularly instrumental by carefully cataloguing the Brontés’ amateur art and by providing
excellent analyses of their known works. In fact, they help us to determine the distinct artistic
interests of each of the Bronté siblings.

Branwell Bronté was perhaps the most serious artist. He actually began to pursue a
career as a portraitist until self-destructive behavior interfered. Even though no contemporary art
critics consider him a great artist, he was notable for his potential if not for his perseverance.**
Charlotte also cherished wishes of becoming a professional artist, exhibiting two of her drawings

at the Royal Northern Society for the Encouragement of the Fine Arts in Leeds in 1834. Her

*! Juliette Wells and Sandra Hagan, The Brontés in the World of the Arts (London: Ashgate, 2008), 2.

2 Jane Sellars, “The Art of Branwell Bronté,” in The Art of the Brontés, eds. Christine Alexander and Jane
Sellars (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 78-80.
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talent was so apparent that her publisher suggested that she illustrate the second edition of Jane
Eyre in 1848." Emily Bronté’s art is lesser known, but it is in some ways more intriguing on that
count because it aligns with the introverted qualities often associated with her. Of her 29 existing
works, 20 contain natural subject matter, which she insisted on painting from nature rather than
copying existing works, as her sisters often did.** Her best-known works are watercolors of her
beloved dogs. Such subject matter would seem to be in keeping with her anti-social quality and
with that closeness to nature so often referred to in biographical discussions.* If Anne’s art has
traditionally been overlooked, we may assume that she possessed an ability not far below
Charlotte’s, who treasured Anne’s sketches after her death.*® Most notable about Anne’s work is
that two of her surviving works—ones that were drawn from her own imagination— are
strikingly paralleled in Helen Huntingdon’s art in The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. Because of the
way the Brontés’ art reveals their visual sensibilities, I will incorporate and analyze their art on
occasion in this study, and as an extension of this inter-disciplinary aspect of my study, will also
include select illustrations from the Brontés’ novels in effort to show how the visual aspects of

their texts have been manifested in other artists’ imaginations.

Feminist Theory and the Woman Writer
To explain how my study relates to existing feminist theory, I will lean on the theories of

French post-structural feminists. All of the four major figures in this theory—Julia Kristeva,

3 Christine Alexander, “Charlotte Bronté: the Earnest Amateur,” in Alexander and Sellars, Art of the
Brontés, 36.

* Winifred Gérin, Emily Bronté, 43.

5 Christine Alexander, “The Art of Emily Bront€,” in Alexander and Sellars, Art of the Brontés, 100-101.

4 Jane Sellars, “The Art of Anne Bronté,” in Alexander and Sellars, Art of the Brontés, 100-101.
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Luce Irigaray, Monique Wittig, and Héléne Cixous agree that phallocentricism, or fixation on the
penis as the source of power, extends not only into religion and philosophy, but also into
language in general. These theorists advocate for the women writer’s responsibility to write with
their bodies, and to undermine the centrality of the phallus by asserting their own concept of
female pleasure that is not arrived at through men. Perhaps the most influential of these critics is
Héléne Cixous. In the opening of “The Laugh of Medusa,” she proclaims: “Woman must write
herself: must write about women and bring women to writing. . . . Woman must bring herself
to the text.” She further defines this women’s writing as informed by cyclical sexual instincts
rather than according to exacting male-centered literary traditions.*” Cixous calls this writing
[’écriture féminine (or “female writing”), a concept Elaine Showalter explains as “the inscription
of the feminine body and female difference in language and text.”*®

Female writing is inherently about sexuality for Cixous, but she also extends the rarely
expressed intensity of female pleasure or jouissance to a more visionary dimension. She explains
female autoeroticism as “prolonged or accompanied by a production of forms, a veritable
aesthetic activity, each stage of rapture inscribing a resonant vision, a composition, something
beautiful.”™*® She further expresses the power of what Sigmund Freud conceived as the dark
continent of female sexuality as “burst[ing] with forms much more beautiful than those which
are put up in frames and sold for a stinking fortune.”" So, though Cixous’ theory is not explicitly

couched in vision, her very explanation of jouissance suggests its visual properties as being

4 Cixous, “Laugh of the Medusa,” 875.

*® Elaine Showalter, “Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness,” in The New Feminist Criticism: Essays on
Women, Literature and Theory, ed. Elaine Showalter (London: Virago, 1986), 249.

49 Cixous, “Laugh of the Medusa,” 876

5 Ibid.
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Figure i.i. Sculpture by Gian Lorenzo Bernini. L ‘estasi di Santa Teresa. Cornaro Chapel, Santa
Maria della Vittoria, Rome. The sculpture was completed from 1647-1652 and was chiseled
from white marble. Interestingly enough, this sculpture recounts St. Teresa’s mystical experience
when an angel pierced her repeatedly with a fiery spear that brought her exquisite religious
pleasure.

manifested in resonant visions and beautiful forms. This visual aspect also suggests that
Jjouissance is not a purely physiological sensation but is also a deeper spiritual force.

Kristeva and Wittig prove less fixated on [ 'écriture féminine as purely libidinal and
conceive of this pure women’s writing as expressing anything intuitive to female experience,
rather than only being a manifestation of sexual functionality. I will adopt a looser application
than Kristeva and Wittig still, in linking /’écriture féminine to women’s religious experience.

Though these French feminists never explain jouissance as being spiritual in a traditional sense,
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this 1s a notion that the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan mentioned in his remarks about Bernini’s
statue of St. Teresa, as is seen in Figure i.i: “You need but go to Rome and see the statue by
Bernini to immediately understand she’s coming. There’s no doubt about it. What is she getting

2! Slavoj Zizek reacts to Lacanian notions about jouissance by pointing out that religions

off on
themselves often suggest that they provide a spiritual pleasure that secular sources cannot. He
describes the Catholic Church’s stance in particular: “not only is religious spirituality not
opposed to earthly pleasures, but it is ONLY this spirituality that can provide the frame for a full
and satisfied pleasurable life.””

While male philsophers seem to recognize the possibility of jouissance as a religious
ecstasy, this seems to be an idea that feminist post-structuralists generally ignore, and Luce
Irigaray in particular apparently rejects. In her later theoretical work, Irigaray contends that God
functions as the ideal masculine that men both relate their identity to as an infinite or impossible
ideal of masculine perfection and also distance themselves from because they do not see
themselves as divine.”® This dynamic becomes particularly troublesome to Irigaray because men
view women as a sort of negative alter-ego for masculinity.>* She argues that this occurs because
men are severed from the divine and must create an inferior for them in their hierarchy of power.

She urges that women should find their own feminine divine and insists that this divinity must be

severed from its traditional emphasis on hierarchical authority in order for it to truly benefit

>! Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan: On Feminine Sexuality, the Limits of Love and
Knowledge, Vol. 20. (New York: Norton, 1999), 76.

>2 Slavoj Zizek, “Religion between Knowledge and Jouissance,”
http://www.lacan.com/zizsmokeonthewater.html. Accessed on August 15, 2015.

> Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman. Trans. Gillian C. Gill. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1985), 314, 356.

* 1bid., 22.
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women. She hopes for “perception of a divine that was not opposed to them, perhaps? That was
not even distinct from them." > The divine should not be located in a transcendent power, but
rather, in the earthly and familial history of womankind. When women can find a feminine
divine within themselves instead of relying on men or their projected ideals of a masculine
supreme being, this will deconstruct the myth that the feminine is nothing but atrophied
masculinity.

Irigaray also sees subjectivity as integrally tied to the divine. She relates, “No human
subjectivity, no human society has ever been established without the help of the divine.”*® This is
one point Anglophone feminists find problematic about Irigaray’s theories because she insists
that to assume a subject’s stance is to channel masculinity, and she doesn’t offer a truly feminine
version of subjectivity. A concept of female divinity, however, is one mode that women might
embrace to break away from the notion of the ideal masculine. She professes that, “man is
supposedly woman's more perfect other, her model, her essence. The most human and the most
divine goal woman can conceive is to become man. If she is to become woman, if she is to
accomplish her female subjectivity, woman needs a god who is a figure for the perfection of her
subjectivity.”” Irigaray’s theories seem limited, however, in that she does not identify any
concrete paths to empowered female subjectivity. Ofelia Schutte, however, offers this possible
application of Irigaray’s ideas in suggesting that women can function as subjects “by imagining a

region prior to language, a space prior to the knowledge of the Law of the Father, a source out of

>> Luce Irigaray, Marine Lover of Friedrich Nietzsche, trans. Gillian C. Gill (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1991), 173.

% Luce Irigaray, Sexes and genealogies, trans Gillian C. Gill. (New York: Columbia University Press,
1993), 62.

7 Ibid., 64.
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which she can draw her own figures of speech.”®

Irigaray finds the Christian God as the embodiment of idealized phallic power and the
real enemy of female empowerment, but I will aim to prove that the Bront€s’ imaginings of the
divine are not directed to a unilaterally masculine God, but a transcendent figure who bears both
masculine and feminine qualities. It is through visual and spatial perception of the religion that
women come to connect to a higher power that transcends worldly patriarchal institutions to
focus on a more raw and primitive realm of knowledge. Here I apply Lacanian understanding of
the jouissance that is manifested in /’écriture féminine as not only a sexual pleasure but also as a
bodily pleasure in connecting to God. Throughout this study, I will illustrate how moments of
visual and bodily religious fervor suggest how women experience spirituality in a sensual way
and how living as subjects who employ their vision and bodies brings them heightened spiritual

self-knowledge.

In my analysis of the Brontés’ bodily spirituality, I will also draw upon Diane Agrest and
Elizabeth Grosz’s feminist theories about space. Across the fiction, spirituality often resonates
with the gendered nature of the spaces in which women reside. Jane Redell perhaps summed up
the feminist preoccupation with space best in her suggestion that, “The role of place in gender
politics is important in determining relations between knowledge, position and vision. In
theorising subjectivity, identity and experience, feminists suggest that positioning is integral to
knowing.”* The way woman in the Brontés receive spiritual intuition is strongly tied to the

gendered realities of their spaces—whether they be churchyards, attics, art galleries, or

% Ofelia Schutte, “Irigaray on the Problem of Subjectivity,” Hypatia 6, no. 2 (Summer 1991): 72.

%9 Jane Rendell, “Introduction: ‘Gender, Space’” in Gender Space Architecture: Interdisciplinary
Introduction, ed. lain Borden, Barbara Penner, and Jane Rendell (London: Routledge, 1999), 107. See, for example,
Liz Bondi and Mona Domosh’s “Other Figures in the Other Places: on Feminism, Postmodernism and Geography,”
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 10, n0.2 (1992): 199-213.
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bedchambers. Through my analysis, I hope to illustrate how the Brontés spatially represent their
gendered realities. Just like their social situation, the architecture around them evidences gender
divisions, as Shirley Ardener theorizes. She sees western architecture as decidedly masculine and
as being filled with “levels and territories with invisible fences and platforms,” and she sees
these territories and barriers as needing “to be scaled by abstract ladders and crossed by
intangible bridges with as much trepidation and exultation as on a plank over a raging torrent.”®
For Ardener and Grosz, the gendered nature of architectural spaces is a tangible example of
women’s limited sphere, and also a physical invitation to transgress these boundaries.

In a study like mine, it also becomes important to reflect on modern theories like these in
historical context, that is, to consider at the same time how notions rooted in the Victorian era
contributed to the presentation of religion. Counter to the common critical notion that the
Brontés stood as radical feminist anomalies in regards to religious subjectivity,”" this
individualized spirituality that they show occurred widely in the period. I will suggest that the
Brontés’ bodily form of writing can be best probed at through visual and spatial theories, but in
the end these theoretical actualities are intimately tied to the evangelical notion of a personalized
connection with God. The reason that we see such striking visual religion and a strong spatial

influence in the novel is because the body is so linked to women’s spirituality. We should not

regard the Bronté sisters as radicals, for their religious themes certainly align with liberal,

5 Shirley Ardener, Women and Space (London: Croom Helm, 1981), 11-12.

51 See, for example, John Maynard’s “The Brontés and Religion” in The Cambridge Companion to The
Brontés. Ed. Heather Glen (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2002); Micael M. Clarke’s “Charlotte Bront&’s
Villette, Mid-Victorian Anti-Catholicism, and the Turn to Secularism.” ELH 78, no. 4 (Winter 2011): 967-989; Leila
S. May’s “Lucy Snowe, A Material Girl? Phrenology, Surveillance, and The Sociology of the Interior.” Criticism
55, no. 1 (Winter 2013): 43-68; and Michael O’Neill’s “Emily Bronté&’s Visionary Religion” Bronté Studies 37, No.
4 (2012): 366-72.
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Figure i.ii. Painting by Holman Hunt, The Light of the World, 1859, 760 x5 45 cm. Keble
College, Oxford. Holman Hunt joined Dante Gabriel Rossetti and others to found the Pre-
Raphaelite Brotherhood in 1848. His earliest subjects were of an historical nature, but
increasingly he also created increasingly religious art, even traveling to Palestine several times in
effort to paint biblical art in its original setting.

forward-thinking evangelicals who conceptualized their creed as “a religion of the heart,” as
Elisabeth Jay calls it.®” In this ideology, a personal relationship with God was of utmost
importance.

One representative piece of mass-produced Victorian art that attests to this importance is
Holman Hunt’s The Light of the World. In this well-known image, Christ stands in a doorway

with a lantern, symbolically enacting Revelations 3:20.°> Hunt’s portrayal suggests the

52 Elisabeth Jay, The Religion of the Heart: Anglican Evangelicalism in the Nineteenth
Century Novel (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 40.

63 "Behold I stand at the door and knock; if any man hear my voice, and open the door,

27



individuality of the Brontés relationship to their savior, or as Frances Knight explains, "a new
closeness between Christ and the believer, and a readiness on the savior's part to enter the human

realm as guest rather than as a judge."®

It is from within some such imagined space of humble
communion with deity that the Brontés draft their fictions. In sum, an evangelical notion of a
personal relationship with Christ undergirds their female subjectivity, reflecting the personal and
merciful aspects of Christianity and deemphasizes its harsher, judgmental side.

Evangelical sentiment is also reflected in the Brontés’ privileging of visual hermeneutics
over biblical mandate. Barbara Taylor reminds us that the Victorian era was a time in which
many Christians began to question the trustworthiness of the Bible, in part because of their
recognition of the slippery nature of language in general. They asked questions like this: “How
could words whose meaning changed over time or varied between nations be said to carry a
single sacred truth?”® One product of these shifting attitudes was a hermeneutics that gleaned
kernels of faith from Christian morality and transferred its traditions into visualizing nature and
the world around in a more experiential way. It is to this growing tradition of biblical
hermeneutics that the Brontés contributed.

In Chapter 1, “Architectural Imagery and the Threat to Religious Subjectivity in
Charlotte Bronté,” I explore how Bronté€ employs architectural imagery to both identify and
subvert the tyranny of Mr. Brocklehurst and St. John Rivers. Jane describes Brocklehurst as a

dark pillar and Rivers as a white column, and this imagery indicates that both men possess

institutional power but ultimately fail to embody true Christian leadership. Furthermore, this

I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me."

% Frances Knight, The Nineteenth-Century Church and English Society (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 47.

% Taylor, Eve and the New Jerusalem, 144.
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pillar iconography bears an important spatial property in that the men loom over Jane as vertical
markers of impasse in her otherwise horizontal journey of progress. Here I also examine
religious structures across the Brontés’ opus as spatial representations of male dominance, and I
argue that these spaces stifle women’s imaginative spirituality.

In Chapter 2, “Images as Divine Guidance in Charlotte Bronté,” I explore another pattern
of visual hermeneutics in Jane Eyre, Shirley, and Villette. These novels operate within the
Wordsworthian tradition in that their heroines draw strength and inspiration from nature. In their
observations of natural wonders, women perceive individualized messages of warning and
comfort that transcend biblical textuality. For example, in Jane Eyre the setting sun and rising
moon both impart warnings to Jane that she should forsake Rochester after she discovers he is a
married man. After her flight from Thornfield, the natural image of the Milky Way provides
providential comfort and a connection to God. In Villette Lucy Snowe has a similar moment of
direction when the aurora borealis directs her to go to London to seek employment rather than
northward as she had planned. This guidance leads her to work as a governess in Belgium, where
she is able to reconnect with childhood friends and meet her future fiancé. The most striking
moment of divine guidance occurs in Shirley when the novel’s heroine perceives the divinity of
Eve as she views the sunset. In her feminist speech during this natural spectacle, Shirley
exclaims that Eve’s reproductive power and physical strength more than compensate for her
culpability in the fall. This is a moment that speaks directly to the two greatest myths that
nineteenth-century feminists sought to dispel—first, that women were inferior to men because of
their vulnerability to moral deception, and second, that women’s reproductive nature mandated
influence exclusively in the home. Conversely, Bronté argues that Eve’s part in the fall reveals

her strength as a daring advocate for human knowledge, and that the reproductive abilities that
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she passed down to womenkind are the exact reason why women should be so involved in
politics and the public sphere. For Shirley, the natural iconography of the sunset attests to the
nobility of women in a way transcendent and subversive to biblical traditions. I argue that this
larger trend of receiving guidance and comfort from natural iconography suggests that when
language fails these women in being an adequate vehicle for their visions of feminist progress,
that iconography within their writing can serve as a purer mode of expressive subjectivity.

In Chapter 3, “Female Artistry and Spectatorship in Anne and Charlotte Bronté,” |
explore several heroines’ artistic capabilities to create art that reveals their bold desires and self-
assured subjectivity in a way that runs counter to the Victorian notion that visual art was only a
domestic refinement for women. In Jane Eyre, Jane’s three surrealistic paintings serve as visual
foreshadowing for some of the novel’s main themes and reveal her capability to create
surrealistic, sublime art. In a different way, Helen Graham of Anne Bronté’s The Tenant of
Wildfell Hall paints to reveal her progression from naive innocence to a stronger empowered
identity. Aside from these heroine’s roles as artists, I also examine the role of women as
spectators of art, both in the home and in the gallery. Jane Eyre carefully views a tapestry
depicting Christ’s last supper when she cares for the wounded Richard Mason. This tapestry
provides a sense of forewarning and a moral mandate to forgive deception, as Christ did. In
Villette we see the most striking moment of female spectatorship when Lucy scrutinizes several
paintings in a gallery unaccompanied by a man, much to M. Paul’s shock and outrage. She views
a giant portrait of a rotund Cleopatra, a portrait that Lucy despises because she associates it with
the vice of female vanity and the grotesqueness of orientalized female sexuality. She also views a
series of religious paintings called La vie d'une femme, which categorize the main phases of a

woman’s life: life as a young girl who is gaining a moral education, life as a young wife who is
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learning to submit to her husband, life as a young mother who is enduring the travails of
childrearing, and life as a widow who is paying respect to her husband even in death. In her
analysis of these paintings, we see an outright rejection of patriarchal and religious myths about
women. In sum, here I argue that the way the Brontés’ protagonists create and view art suggests
that though they possess striking artistic and imaginative abilities, they are still confined by the
notion that they themselves are objects of the male gaze. Thus, within Victorian culture, these
women cannot create or view art as empowered subjects but only an ornamental objects. The
problematic nature of women’s roles as artists and spectators of art in some ways attests to the
ideal nature of the imagetext. Highly visual writing bypasses traditional phallocentric language
because it is imbued with /’écriture féminine that expresses women’s bodily experience, and this
visual language is also an ideal form of expression because it bypasses the obstacles surrounding
women’s roles as artists by avoiding the public gallery where women’s appraisal was still
stunted.

In Chapter 4, “Supernatural Vision and Religious Power in Charlotte and Emily Bronté,”
I examine how women serve as prophetesses of sorts through the dreams they experience and the
dreams they inspire in others. In Jane Eyre, our heroine’s dreams serve as visionary forewarning
of her impending heartache, much in the same way that her other visual capabilities do. Her
intuitive power proves to be the oracle of her own life, though she can only vaguely comprehend
her visions before difficulties befall her. In Wuthering Heights we see a rather different use of
dreams when Cathy Earnshaw’s diary, which recounts one Sunday’s religious drudgery, inspires
Mr. Lockwood to have a strange dream about religious hypocrisy. Cathy serves as a prophetess
in sending a clear message to Lockwood, even from beyond the grave, after he reads her account.

After his haunting dream, she furthers her influence when she visits him as her ghost. Cathy’s
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dreams serve as a religious commentary elsewhere when she dreams about a Blakean reversal of
heaven and hell in which she finds herself in heaven only to wish to be in hell or Wuthering
Heights. In the Brontés’ use of dreams, we see the strength of the female psyche as women
foresee their paths and work through dreams to haunt other people’s subjectivity. We see a
similar psychological vividness in the waking dreams or apparitions that Bronté heroines
experience. In Villette Lucy sees the recurring apparition of a nun, and she questions whether this
may be the ghost of a local nun who died after forsaking her vow of chastity. This apparition,
which we later learn is actually Ginevra’s lover dressed as a nun to avoid detection, first reveals
Lucy’s strongest concerns about Catholic culture and then later challenges Protestant
superstitions about Catholicism. Apparitions carry religious significance in Wuthering Heights
when Nelly reports sightings of Heathcliff and Cathy’s ghosts. These sightings serve to clarify
the convoluted message about religion in the novel by asserting the actuality of universal
salvation. Both of these apparitions are visual manifestations that embody religious ideologies in
a way that clarifies the religious themes in these novels. Furthermore, these dreams and visions
privilege women’s intuitive visual nature as the central source of meaning.

Finally, in Chapter 5, “Gendered Morality and Didactic Spectacle in Emily and Anne
Bronté,” I focus on how Wuthering Heights and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall present visual ethics
that straightforwardly illustrate several problems pertaining to women and morality: the actuality
of marital violence as pervasive across social strata, the imbalanced standards for morally
educating boys and girls, and the impossibility of women’s roles as both moral saviors to their
families and subordinates to their husbands. We see straightforward instances of violence and
Christian vices widely represented in both of these novels, and the explicitness of these texts

bears a distinction from the wider realm of didactic Victorian literature in which violence and sin
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were often portrayed euphemistically. By allowing these novels to serve as clear exhibitions of
female abuse and the negative effects of sin, Wuthering Heights and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall
allow for a potent alternative to the polite moral tract fiction of the Brontés’ day.

In my study of these visual aspects of the Brontés’ novels, I hope to prove how intrepid
they were in modeling a new way for women to privilege their vision over societal prescriptions
for their lives. This study evidences the validity of moral power in furthering women’s rights in
the nineteenth century, a positive influence that many critics often overlook. And while Bronté
protagonists do not effect radical social change in their novels, they present a mode for
reinterpreting Christianity and subverting the gender essentialism of their day. The relationship
of vision and subjectivity not only has religious implications but also suggests that women do not
necessarily need to reinvent their social roles to be powerful, only envision new paradigms
surrounding these roles. Within the Brontés’ works, infusing their language with vision and
feminine bodily experience proves the strongest way that they can profess their views and the

strongest way for their protagonists to function as the centers of their lives and faith.
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CHAPTER 1: ARCHITECTURAL IMAGERY AND THE THREAT TO RELIGIOUS

SUBJECTIVITY IN CHARLOTTE BRONTE

Although we may think of religious institutions as emphasizing collective adherence to
an outward standard, liberal evangelicalism also suggested a personal internalization of Christian
precepts. Writing about Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre, John G. Peters points out an evangelical

aspect of individual faith that might well be applied across her fiction more generally.

[T]he novel presents an individualized Christianity—not one necessarily opposed to
Anglicanism—but one possible within Anglicanism. This individualized Christianity is
not a relative Christianity that changes from one individual to the next but is instead an
individual incorporation of Christ’s teachings, those that society accepted in doctrine but
rejected in practice. Jane advocates internalizing Christ’s teachings through a literal
reading of such basic doctrines as simplicity, frugality, charity, modesty, and humility,

especially as manifested in the doctrine of human equality.’

As Peters suggests, evangelical individualization doesn’t mean establishing a relative morality of
high church versus low, or of women versus men, but instead allows for an internal
accountability that is less concerned with judging others than impressing Christian tenets upon
one’s own heart. The inwardness of Bronté’s faith doesn’t mean that she wanted her heroines, or

her readers, to turn a blind eye to male interference or oppression; in fact, one of Jane Eyre’s

! John G. Peters, ““We Stood at God’s Feet, Equal:” Equality, Subversion, and Religion in Jane Eyre,”
Bronté Studies 29 (2004): 60-61.
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most meaningful challenges is to assert her agency and live what she believes is a moral

Christian life in the midst of controlling men.

The Threat to Individual Faith in Jane Eyre

If any character represents Jane’s early struggles, it would be Mr. Brocklehurst, the
schoolmaster Mrs. Reed summons to take her difficult orphan niece away to a life of humble
education at Lowood school for girls. When Jane first meets Brocklehurst, she discerns his
sternness and darkness while he and Mrs. Reed establish that she is a naughty child. They believe
this because Jane doesn’t enjoy the Psalms, is deceitful (according to Mrs. Reed), and is
furthermore prideful. Mr. Brocklehurst immediately reminds Jane that naughty children go to
hell. With passionate resistance, she replies that she must “keep in good health, and not die” (JE,
34). Her defiance, of course, only magnifies her superiors’ distaste for her. Before departing
Gateshead for Lowood, Jane confronts her aunt Mrs. Reed with similar defiance because she has
consistently dismissed Jane as an immoral child. In fact, Jane was the one marginalized and
brutalized at the hands of her relatives. She assures herself, “Speak, | must” and then berates her
aunt for the cruel way she has treated her (JE, 38). Mrs. Reed is taken aback by Jane’s directness
and tries to explain her actions, saying that “children must be corrected for their faults.” When
Jane insists that deceit is not her fault, Mrs. Reed retorts, “But you are passionate, Jane, that you
must allow” (JE, 40). Despite the continuing message that her passionate subjectivity is an
impious trait, the friendless young Jane remains internally powerful, her self-worth unmoved.

When Jane settles into Lowood, her environment proves even more threatening to her
passionate nature. She and her classmates live in frigid conditions, and Brocklehurst often

scrimps on their food and clothing costs in order to instill humility in them. For example, he
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demands that Mrs. Temple feed the girls bad porridge on one occasion in order to save money
and to combat their carnal natures.” The conditions cause widespread disease that ends many
young lives. Jane is a particular target for Brocklehurst’s lessons because of the passionate and
self-assured way that she lived at Gateshead with the Reeds. When Jane accidentally breaks her
lesson slate, Mr. Brocklehurst defames her in front of the entire school, implying that her

passionate nature evidences demonic possession:

God has graciously given her the shape that He has given to all of us. . . Who would think
that the Evil One had already found a servant and agent in her? . . . Teachers, you must
watch her . . . scrutinize her actions, punish her body to save her soul—if, indeed, such
salvation be possible. . . . [She is] worse than many a little heathen who says its prayers to

Brahma and kneels before Juggernaut. (JE, 72-3)

Clearly Brocklehurst frowns upon her trait of passionate subjectivity, for he governs his school
under the doctrine of total depravity, a Calvinist idea that Karen Cubie Henck describes as “the
view that all human beings are inherently and incurably sinful, and that while some are
mysteriously predestined to a salvation they do not deserve, others are predestined to a hell they
cannot escape.” Intertwined with Brocklehurst’s understanding of this doctrine seems to be a
particular concern about young girls. A passionate young girl is a likely agent for Satan, in his

mind, for surely empowering feminine desires could not lead to Godly ends. For this reason, he

3 Karen Cubie Henck, “‘That Peculiar Voice’: Jane Eyre and Mary Bosanquet Fletcher, an Early Wesleyan
Female Preacher,” Bronté Studies 35, no. 1 (2010): 15.
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aims for his pupils to understand themselves as objects under moral tutelage rather than active
moral agents.

The humiliation Jane faces from Brocklehurst’s persecution begins a series of scenarios
in which she learns to trust her conscience over her schoolmaster’s lessons. In the aftermath of
her classroom mortification, when Jane is at her lowest point, her new friend Helen Burns steps
in to mitigate Brocklehurst’s false judgments by reminding Jane of a heavenly power mightier
than Brocklehurst, with his misguided authority: “Mr. Brocklehurst is not a god. . . . Besides this
earth, and besides the race of men, there is an invisible world and a kingdom of spirits . . . and
those spirits watch us . . .[and] recognize our innocence” (JE, 80). Helen helps Jane to recognize
that though Brocklehurst assumes religious authority, he is not sanctified in his treatment of the
Lowood pupils, and an entire “kingdom of spirits” knows the true goodness in her heart. Helen
employs her personal faith to counter Brocklehurst’s treatment and becomes a role model of
internal resistance in the process.

In another instance, Jane again takes issue with what Nicholas Armitage calls

(13

Brocklehurst’s “toe-curlingly hypocritical” nature. Just as he demands that a pupil’s naturally

curly hair be cut because it is too ornate, his daughters and wife parade in, “splendidly attired in
velvet, silk, and furs” and atop their heads “a profusion of light tresses, elaborately curled” (JE,
74). In this disparity between the moral requirements for his pupil and his own family members,

we see Brocklehurst hypocritically judging the same feature as wanton in his poor pupil and

admirable in his darling daughters. The notion reflects Brocklehurst’s belief that while his poor

* Nicholas Armitage, “Melting Miss Snowe: Charlotte’s Message to the English Church,” Bronté Studies
34, no. 3 (2009): 211.
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pupils are in need of special moral correction, his own wife and daughters are destined for

salvation, and thus not as susceptible to the vice of vanity.

Figure 1.1. Illustration by Fritz Eichenberg for Charlotte Bront€, Jane Eyre (New York: Random
House, 1943). Fritz Eichenberg (1901-1990) was a German-American who immigrated to the
United States with the rise of Nazi power in Germany because he and his young family were
secular Jews. He primarily worked in wood engraving and often his art served as political
commentary on his pacifist views. He illustrated several other novels by Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy,
Poe, and Swift—all novels that particularly emphasize social injustice.

The hypocritical disparity is rendered in Figure 1.1, Fritz Eichenberg’s 1943 illustration
for the novel. Eichenberg fuses together the two moments mentioned, both Brocklehurst’s
public excoriation on Jane’s character and the ornate appearance of his wife and daughters. The
conflation of these separate events reflects the way these moments support each other in

illustrating Brocklehurst’s inconsistent suppression of female beauty and desire. The haughty

finery of Brocklehurst’s wife and daughters stands in stark contrast with Jane’s impoverished

38



plainness. As J. Jeffrey Franklin argues, through the Calvinist doctrine of total depravity,
Brocklehurst worships a selectively “stingy God” who is looking for reasons to punish those
within his power,” a religious concept that renders personalized religious faith inconsequential.
Bronté connects the doctrine of total depravity with injustice, misery, and death. As this
illustration would suggest, some critics regard Brocklehurst as a caricature. Elisabeth Jay
criticizes Bronté for rendering him as an absurdly “tyrannical ogre.”® Likewise, Marianne
Thormihlen sees Brocklehurst as a “grotesquerie,” extreme in his nature because Bronté based
him on their childhood schoolmaster, who was in part responsible for the ill health that led her
sisters to their deaths.” We can see Brocklehurst’s extreme nature in this illustration, evidenced
in his cartoonish scowl and his disproportionate form. Even if Brocklehurst proves a hyperbolic
antagonist, the way he decries Jane’s passion as inherently sinful threatens her development as a
spiritually sovereign individual. In fact, Nicholas Armitage views Jane’s encounter with
Brocklehurst as not only bearing significance in her journey, but as a clear message to the
Church of England to discourage fanaticism and to promote instead religious moderation,
without clerical reliance upon manipulative emotional fervor.®

This doctrine of predestined salvation is one that the Brontés clearly rejected, and the
way the doctrine informs Brocklehurst’s selective persecution renders him truly tyrannical.
Marianne Thorméahlen notes that Brocklehurst’s “worst offence is his utter lack of the

Evangelical virtues: charity, warmth, and humility. The would-be exponent of the religion of the

> J. Jeffrey Franklin, “The Merging of Spiritualities: Jane Eyre as Missionary of Love,” Nineteenth-century
Literature 49, no. 4 (1995): 465.
S Elisabeth Jay, Faith and Doubt, (London: Palgrave Macmillian, 1986), 21.

7 Thorméhlen, The Brontés and Religion, 184.
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heart, who upbraids a child for possessing a ‘heart of stone’, himself has no heart at all.” As
Thormihlen argues, Brocklehurst’s advocacy of selective punishment is the sort of inconsistency
that evangelicals would have resisted. The evangelical mindset rejected the notion that leaders
could judge others by unequal standards and promoted personal interpretation between the
believer and God. John G. Peters adds that the other problem that evangelicals found with the
belief in total human depravity is that it “denies the physical part of human experience, affirming
only spiritual life.”'® The view figures heavily in the degradation of women’s lives at Lowood:
indeed, Brocklehurst seems to recognize the bodily quality of subjectivity in his call to Jane’s
teachers to punish her body.

A different but equally dangerous threat to Jane’s passionate subjectivity comes through
her cousin, St. John Rivers. She meets Rivers later in the novel after fleeing Thornfield to escape
her fiancé, Edward Rochester, after learning that he is married. St. John saves her life and gives
her a new home and a sense of belonging in the world by employing her as a teacher at his small
country school. Perhaps because of his kinship, Jane has a difficult time rejecting his authority.
St. John is moreover a dutiful Christian living in accordance to the biblical'" letter of the law,
even to the point of becoming a figure of comedy.'> One moment that illustrates St. John’s self-
denial is when he rejects the friendly affection of Rosamond Oliver, a pretty heiress. Rivers is

deeply attracted to Rosamond but discourages her interest by speaking to her “like an

? Ibid.
10 Peters, ““We Stood at God’s Feet, Equal:’,” 59.

1 Throughout this study, all citations from the Bible are from the King James Version.

12 See Corinthians 3:6 on the difference between the spirit and the letter of divine law. God “hath made us
able ministers of the New Testament; not of the letter, but of the spirit: for the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth
life.” The “letter of the law” refers to an attitude that exact application of written prescriptions, while “the spirit of
the law” allows for more individualized and nuanced application of Christian precepts.
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automaton,” Jane tells us—further insisting that only Rivers himself “knew the effort it cost him
thus to refuse” (JE, 466). While Bronté presents him as morally righteous, he only becomes so
by making himself completely self-denying, it would seem. Even the least chance of temptation
is too risky for St. John.

St. John’s control of his emotions is not constrained to living his own faith, however; he
wishes to control Jane’s passion as well. In asking her to become his missionary wife, he
admonishes: “You are formed for labour, not for love. A missionary’s wife you must—shall be.
You shall be mine: I claim you—not for my pleasure, but for my Sovereign’s service” (JE, 514).
The proposal is most unsettling for Jane, and all she can say in response is: “My heart is mute,—

"9

my heart is mute!” Perhaps she is particularly conflicted because St. John is a good man and has
done much to help her. As Marianne Thorméhlen describes Jane’s dilemma: “His powers of
persuasion are uniquely for his purpose: he is highly intelligent and learned of the divine, . . . and
he is her precious cousin, too, part of the love-starved orphan’s new-found family. No wonder
Jane’s inner self . . . cannot provide the sure guidance it always gave her before.”'* Being a
stalwart Christian but knowing that she could only marry for love, Jane agrees to serve as a
missionary with St. John but as his friend rather than his spouse. To this alternative, St. John
retorts: “We must be married—I repeat it: there is no other way. . . . [Take] time to consider my
offer; and do not forget that if you reject it, it is not me you deny, but God” (JE, 521). The
moment reveals the layer of self-interest beneath St. John’s piety. Although he claims complete

duty to God, there is also a sense of egotism that comes with his self-denying state, and for this

reason, he likewise proves to be an oppressor.

'3 Thorméhlen, The Brontés and Religion, 206.
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When Jane refuses Rivers and tells him that she would like to investigate the fate of Mr.
Rochester, he disparages her as a potentially lost soul: “It remains for me, then . . . to remember
you in my prayers, and to entreat God for you, in all earnestness, that you may not indeed
become a castaway. | had thought I recognized in you one of the chosen. But God sees not as
man sees: His will be done” (JE, 529). The comment further reveals three related doctrinal
views: that (1) as a pious man his understanding of God is necessarily superior to that of a
woman'’s, that (2) he believes in the Calvinist doctrine of predestined salvation, and that (3) he
considers himself an agent qualified to recognize a chosen person. In St. John’s ultimate
judgment of Jane, we see that though his withdrawn temperament may be quite different from
Mr. Brocklehurst’s sharp demeanor, the two are alike. St. John may not condemn Jane as wholly
as Mr. Brocklehurst does, but her passionate nature brings both men to a similar judgment. In
his parting conversation with her, St. John once again asks Jane to go to India and become his
wife, as if her former refusal were a sin: “repent—resolve, while there is yet time” (JE, 533). In
his mind, her course of action cannot be righteous if it empowers her own heart and denies his
authority, but Jane is once again immovable. Recognizing her victory over patriarchal
manipulation, Karen Cubie Henck argues that this proves “another example of Jane claiming a
subject rather than object position for herself.”'* Yet another similarity that St. John shares with
Brocklehurst is his caricatured nature. Mary Taylor, for example, tells us: “I do not believe in
Mr. Rivers. There are no good men of the Brocklehurst species.”’” Marianne Thormihlen

likewise says that she has never “met a nincompoop who felt that... Jane should have married St.

14 Henck, “‘That Peculiar Voice,”” 16.

'S Mary Taylor, The Brontés: Their Lives, Friendships and Correspondences, 2 vols., Ed. T.J. Wise and
J.A. Symington (Lake County, Illinois: Porcupine Press, 1980), 2: 236-39. Letter dated 24 July 1848.
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John instead of Rochester.”'® These critics are onto something. Jane Eyre could never have
enjoyed its wide readership across more than one-hundred and fifty years if Jane had
relinquished her passion to die with St. John as a missionary in India. Pious as he is, St. John
represents an object lesson for the feminine interpretation of Christianity, the lesson that extreme

selflessness and self-denial may well lead to misery.

The Black Pillar and the White Column

Jane’s denial of her oppressors’ authority can be further ascertained in the novel’s
iconography of architectural motifs, most particularly, the image of the pillar or column. Jane
describes Brocklehurst as a black, looming pillar and St. John as a cold, prostrate column, and
these images can tell us much about how Jane both connects these two oppressive men to each
other and how she distinguishes between them. As we examine Bronté’s use of this motif, we
can further understand its spatial qualities in that both men are signified as vertical markers in
Jane’s otherwise horizontal journey. Both men represent formidable challenges to her
progression that she must overcome in her journey to greater self-knowledge. In examining
Brocklehurst and Rivers through the icons attached to them, we come to better understand their
threats to Jane’s subjectivity and the lessons that she learns in overcoming them.

Several critics have recognized the connection between Brocklehurst and Rivers through
the column image. Marianne Thormihlen describes them both as “forbidding, column-like
Calvinists” who “attempt to break down Jane Eyre’s integrity.”!” Like Thormahlen, J. Jeffrey

Franklin argues that the column motif that runs between St. John and Brocklehurst equates the

' Thorméhlen, The Brontés and Religion, 204-05.

"7 Thorméhlen, The Brontés and Religion, 204-5.
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Calvinists dogmas of the two. He concludes that through these men, Bronté outrightly rejects
evangelicalism.'® Maria Lamonaca makes a more general conjecture, that “Despite St. John’s
apparent sincerity and sterling virtue, both he and Brocklehurst preach a religion of the Letter, or
Law. Their God is a supernatural magistrate who damns sinners for disobeying the Word.”"
These scholars illuminate Bronté’s careful criticism of Calvinist concepts of salvation, but to say
that her portrayal rejects evangelicalism goes much too far. As is often true for the Brontés, the
criticism is doctrinal rather than sectarian. Both Franklin and Lamonaca establish the thematic
link between Brocklehurst and Rivers as rigid pillars of oppression in Jane’s journey, but no
critic has recognized the iconography of the column or pillar image for their function as biblical
hermeneutics as I will. From this context, I hope to show that Bront€ demonstrates an aversion to
Calvinism, but more importantly, she questions the reliability of patriarchal leadership in
general.

When Jane first meets Brocklehurst, she calls him, “a black pillar! . . . such, at least,
appeared to me, at first sight, the straight, narrow, sable-clad shape standing erect on the rug; the
grim face at the top was like a carved mask, placed above the shaft by way of capital” (JE, 33).
Jane signifies Brocklehurst’s quest for tyrannical power even in this first meeting through the
phallic properties of this image. She describes his “shape standing erect” with his head placed
above the “shaft,” and in endowing this image with phallic properties suggests the sexual nature
of Brocklehurt’s authority. His power has a pronounced darkness about it; his “grim face” at the
top of this shaft resembles a “carved mask,” which lends him a gargoyle-like presence. The black

pillar image, then, not only represents phallic dominance but also Gothic darkness. We can see

'8 Franklin, “The Merging of Spiritualities,” 469.

19 Lamonaca. “Jane’s Crown of Thorns,” 253.
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the stark darkness of his personage as is represented in Figure 1.2, M.V. Wheelhouse’s 1911
illustration. In this image, Brocklehurst’s figure seems to suck all the light out of the scene. As
he stands with his back to the hearth, we can imagine his lecture to Jane about hell and the pit of

fire where naughty children burn. When Jane first sees him at Lowood, she again refers to him

Figure 1.2. Illustration by M.V. Wheelhouse for Charlotte Bronté, Jane Eyre (London: G. Bell &
Sons, Ltd., 1911). M.V. Wheelhouse (active 1895-1947) was a native of Yorkshire who studied
in Paris for three years and primarily illustrated children’s books in pen and ink with color
washes. She also illustrated novels by George Eliot, Elizabeth Gaskell, Louisa May Alcott, and
George Sand.

as a “black pillar” and a “piece of architecture...looking longer, narrower, and more rigid than

ever” (JE, 70). Later, when Brocklehurst publically insults Jane, she refers to him as a “black
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marble clergyman” (JE, 76). Jane is nothing if not emphatic about his architectural and pillar-
like features as well as the ominous darkness he creates.

As persistent as Jane is in referring to Brocklehurst as a black pillar, she is equally as
consistent in linking St. John to the imagery of a white column. If Brocklehurst is a caricature of
hypocrisy in Jane’s childhood, St. John proves a much more paradoxical tyrant in comparison,
one that Jane seems to strongly reject in some ways and revere in other ways. Appropriately,
Jane’s use of the column image proves much more nuanced as well. The first characteristic of St.

John that the image attests to is that despite his self-denial, his suppressed phallic desire for

Figure 1.3. Illustration by F.H. Townsend for Charlotte Bront€, Jane Eyre (New York: Service &
Paton, 1897). F.H. Townsend (1868-1920) studied at Lambeth School of Art and was known for
his versatility by age 19. He contributed to many magazines and became the first Art Editor of
Punch.
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dominance is partly responsible for his obedience. After Jane denies St. John’s marriage
proposal, she relates, “there he lay, still as a prostrate column; his face turned to me: his eye
beaming watchful and keen” (JE, 517). This image contains phallic properties, but unlike the
black pillar of Brocklehurst that seems to stand erect at every turn and loom over Jane, here she
describes St. John as a fallen column—still rigid, but turned on its side. Her hesitation to marry
St. John and join him in his missionary efforts has rendered him impotent, in a sense. The
significance of this moment of St. John’s impotence can be further explored in analyzing Figure
1.3, F.H. Townsend’s 1897 illustration. St. John appears on higher ground, and though he is
lying down, is still rather rigid. He looks down awkwardly at Jane, who is propped

against a rock. This illustration suggests what is also apparent in the novel— that St. John
elevates himself above Jane, and though his reclined position may be a mark of humility, he still
remains rigid. The direction of Jane’s gaze in this illustration is also significant, for rather than
apologetically looking toward St. John, she looks straight ahead. This illustration suggests what
proves all too clear in the text—by St. John elevating himself as Jane’s moral authority and one
who should dictate her fate, he must necessarily look down at her in judgment rather than up to
the heavens in humility. St. John’s impulse to control keeps him from living the precepts of
Christianity in an internalized and self-reflective way.

The second criticism of St. John that the column image reveals is his notion of
Christianity as a heroic quest, one of duty rather than emotional fervor. Marianne Thorméhlen
recognizes that his emphasis on duty amounts to the notion of Christianity as a heroic quest. She
points out that “All his ambition . . . is geared towards winning the good and entering Heaven a

hero. Enjoying eternal bliss seems less important than achieving victory, and being rewarded by
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Jesus Christ more desirable than being near him."*’ John G. Peters makes a similar conjecture,
stating that, “For St. John, religion is a duty, and he understands only the rigour, not the heart.””!
Though he does deny his human desires, he is at the same time self-aggrandizing because of his
heroic concept of Christian duty. Jane explains his idea of Christian conquest in evoking the
column image when she describes St. John sitting awkwardly with his sisters by the hearth: “he
was of the material from which nature hews her heroes—Christian and Pagan—her lawgivers,
her statesmen, her conquerors: a steadfast bulwark for great interests to rest upon; but, at the
fireside, too often a cold cumbrous column, gloomy and out of place” (JE, 502). His concept of
rigid duty is the kind of mindset that has built nations and influenced history, but this heroism
makes him more fit for lofty aspirations than the realities of his everyday life at home. In this
instance we can again see how St. John’s piety may be directed to God but ultimately functions
as a self-indulgent heroism in some ways—more linked to civic exceptionalism than Christian
morality. Bronté’s criticism of him suggests that true morality must ultimately flourish in a
natural way and be subject to interpretation around individual family’s firesides.

The third criticism that the column image facilitates is that St. John ultimately fails to
grasp the internal power of Christianity because he refuses to invest his emotions into his belief.
The visual rhetoric surrounding St. John is always cool and white. In one moment Jane describes
him as emerging from a storm: “his tall figure all white as a glacier” (JE, 481). Bronté further
stresses St. John’s similarity to a column in describing him as statue-like or made of marble.

Observing him in meditation, Jane muses that he could have “been a statue instead of a man.”

Later, she describes that his face looks like “chiseled marble,” and he has a “pale brow and

2% Thormihlen, The Brontés and Religion, 98.

2 Peters, ““We Stood at God’s Feet, Equal’,” 59.
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cheek” (JE, 482). St. John’s statue-like nature is not limited to his appearance but extends to his
demeanor as well. Speaking of his cousinly kisses, Jane questions whether to call them “marble
kisses or ice kisses” (JE, 509). His behavior becomes even more tense after Jane refuses him. In
one of her last encounters with St. John before returning to Rochester, Jane observes his distant
manner: “To me, he was in reality become no longer flesh, but marble... his tongue a speaking
instrument—nothing more” (JE, 524). We might attribute St. John’s coldness to a personality
trait or social incompetence, but we also know that he is disconnected from nature. Jane

describes this trait,

Nature was not to him that treasury of delight it was to his sisters. He expressed once,
and but once in my hearing, a strong sense of the rugged charm of the hills, and an inborn
affection for the dark roof and hoary walls he called his home; but there was more of
gloom than pleasure in the tone and words in which the sentiment was manifested; and
never did he seem to roam the moors for the sake of their soothing silence—never seek

out or dwell upon the thousand peaceful delights they could yield. (JE 448-49)

Jane recognizes that in the rare occasion that St. John recognizes the beauty of home and the
world around him, that he does so with reluctance. These earthly gifts are to him a distraction
from the higher law of devotion to God. As he cuts himself off from the world and focuses on
removing human passions, he becomes increasingly robotic. Maria Lamonaca recognizes the
connection between St. John’s cold removal from nature as part of his rigid adherence to the

letter of the law, arguing, “While Jane has learned to seek God in Nature, as well as in the
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stillness of her own heart, St. John can look no further than the “letter [that] killeth.””** St. John’s
emphasis on the letter of the law, then, privileges rigid adherence to the Bible rather than
nuanced interpretation through the heart. Tellingly, Jane attests to this fact by infusing textuality
with her vision.

The image of the white column ultimately attests to Jane’s paradoxical feelings about St.
John. Unlike Brocklehurst, who is rendered decidedly dark and abject, the whiteness assigned to
St. John attests to a redeeming aspect in his staunch oppressive qualities. Marianne Thorméhlen
recognizes Bronté’s paradoxical rendering of St. John and reads him as fallen from grace. She
remarks, “the images of light that surround him and his striking physical beauty recall the leader
of the angels who fell by the sin of ambition.” She considers, “is St John, the man with the name
of an angel and the face of a pagan god, some kind of Lucifer?”> Here I will attempt to account
for Bronté’s nuanced treatment of St. John as both holy and tyrannical by examining the icon of
the pillar or column in the Bible. In doing so, we can gain further insight as to the theological
implications Bront€ makes in connecting these men through this image.

Because of Charlotte’s religious upbringing at Haworth, which consisted of careful and
long-term biblical study, it is likely that Charlotte would have been well-acquainted with the
biblical implications of her imagery. In the Bible, pillars are often used metaphorically to
emphasize authority, particularly in the New Testament. After Christ’s death, the book of
Galatians describes that the apostles James, Cephas, and John “seemed to be pillars, [and]
perceived the grace that was given unto them” as they embarked in missionary efforts (Gal 2:9).

Here their pillar-like nature signifies strength and patriarchal authority. The image is again used

22 Lamonaca, “Jane’s Crown of Thorns,” 253.

3 Thormihlen, The Brontés and Religion, 209.
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in regards to establishing bishops and deacons; the author of 1 Timothy describes, “[T]he church
of the living God” as “the pillar and ground of all truth” (1 Tim 3:15). Here the pillar represents a
sense of stability that the church provides in a wayward world. In Revelations, a book that seems
particularly central to concepts of deliverance in Jane Eyre, as Keith Jenkins argues in detail,**
St. John describes salvation: “Him that overcometh will I make a pillar in the temple of my God,
and he shall go no more out” (Rev 3:12). The nature of this reference is particularly important,
having come from the apostle St. John, the namesake of our white column. This verse indicates
the sort of hero’s rest that St. John so desires, a stationary place in God’s favor from which one
cannot depart. Here, the pillar image is linked to a heavenly strength and structure, components
that were essential to support the formation of early Christianity.

In reviewing this pillar image within the Old Testament, however, we can perceive an
older tradition that attests to how the omnipotent God can shake even righteous earthly authority.
Job recognizes the power of God above all earthly power when he describes that he “shaketh the
earth out of her place, and the pillars thereof tremble. . . . [f God will not withdraw his anger, the
proud helpers do stoop under him” (Job 9:6, 13). Later, Job again utilizes the pillar image to
correct his friend Bildad, who questions what Job has done to deserve his numerous well-known
afflictions. Job explains God’s all-knowing power, in part: “The pillars of heaven tremble and
are astonished at his reproof” (Job 26:11). Here pillars continue to indicate earthly constructs of
righteousness, but these structures are weak in comparison with God’s purposes. A psalm uses

the image in a similar sense: “The earth and all the inhabitants thereof are dissolved: I bear up

the pillars of it” (Psalms 75:3). In this verse, the pillars serve as architectural support for the

* See Keith Jenkins, “Jane Eyre: Charlotte Bront&’s New Bible” in Approaches to Teaching Jane Eyre, ed.
Diane Long Hoeveler and Beth Lau (New York: Modern Language Association, 1993).
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earth itself, which God can adeptly shift. All of these references indicate how what may seem
authoritative on earth is inconsequential in comparison to God.

The Old Testament also mentions pillars frequently in connection to the Israelite
tabernacle and Solomon’s temple. The image first bears metaphysical properties to describe
Jehovah’s® guidance in moving this structure as the Israclites wandered in the wilderness: “the
Lord appeared in the tabernacle in a pillar of a cloud: and the pillar of the cloud stood over the
door of the tabernacle” (Deut 31:15). This scripture explains the concentrated nature of
Jehovah’s presence as a pillar. This metaphysical use of the image is accompanied with a more
literal use of it to explain the measurements of pillars and the precision with which the Israelites
were instructed to build the temple. In both the metaphysical and literal use of the pillar, it takes
on a connotation with The Law of Moses and the ancient emphasis on precision and exactness.
This spirit of exactness is an attitude that Protestants would have rejected, for in Christ’s
ministry, he subverted some rigid rabbinical interpretations of the Torah, which would later
become the Old Testament of the King James version of the Bible, and emphasized the
importance of interior practice over rigid public display of religiosity. For example, while the
Jews of Christ’s day adhered to the rabbinical interpretation of the Law of Moses in being
limited to 3,000 steps on the Sabbath and being forbidden from any sort of labor, Christ himself
transgressed this law to heal a sick man (Luke 14:15-16). For evangelicals like Charlotte Brontg,

the Old Testament prescriptions for exactness were replaced with a nuanced spiritual law. They

% In the Christian interpretation of the Old Testament, the mentioning of Jehovah or “the Lord” is seen as
distinct from the use of “God”. Jehovah is understood as the spiritual presence of Jesus, a separate entity in the
Trinity from God.
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considered the latter was to be a higher law because it emphasized a self-reflective association
with God rather than adherence to laws that employed rationality but not the heart.*®

Perhaps the most telling biblical reference is the mention of a pair of pillars in 1 Kings
and 2 Chronicles, books that describe the construction of Solomon’s temple. The pillars
mentioned are named Jachin and Boaz, Hebrew for in him is strength, and they stood at the north
and south sides of the temple’s porch. Though these pillars appeared to be crucial to the temple’s
structural integrity, they were likely purely ornamental in nature (1 Kings 7:21; 2 Chron 3:17).
This reference to two pillars in particular resonates succinctly with our pillar-like tyrants in Jane
Eyre. Like the pillars of Solomon’s temple, these men take on the appearance of being necessary
to bear the weight of God’s purposes, but they are in fact inessential, particularly to Jane in
carrying out her moral purpose. Thus, in looking at Bronté’s architectural imagery through the
lens of biblical hermeneutics, we can see the recognition that these men evoke earthly authority
through their roles, and both certainly pride themselves in exactness in some way, yet this
exacting mentality is not the root of true Christianity for Brontg.

It is in this light that we can read the homage to St. John at the close of Jane Eyre. The
turn to St. John at the novel’s close has startled many critics. Maria Lamonaca calls this ending,
“perhaps the most perplexing ending of any Victorian novel,”*” and Emily Griesinger calls it
“odd and bewildering.”*® However, when we consider it in the context of the iconography that I
explored above, we can better understand Jane’s partial rejection of St. John and partial

reverence toward him. She ruminates on his missionary life and impending death:

2% For the most well-known example of Christ replacing the Law of Moses with a newer, higher law, see
Christ’s Sermon on the Mount as is found in Matt 5-7.

" 1bid., 245.

?% Griesinger, “Charlotte Bront&’s Religion, ” 55.
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I know that a stranger’s hand will write to me next, to say that the good and faithful
servant has been called at length into the joy of his Lord. And why weep for this? No fear
of death will darken St. John’s last hour: his mind will be unclouded, his heart will be
undaunted, his hope will be sure, his faith steadfast. His own words are a pledge of this—
“My Master,” he says, “has forewarned me. Daily He announces more distinctly, “Surely

',’

I come quickly!” and hourly I more eagerly respond, “Amen, even so come, Lord Jesus!”

(JE, 578-79)

Bronté ends her novel on a clearly religious note; in fact, the final words are the same that close
the final chapter of Revelations, written by none other than St. John the Divine. However,
perhaps because of the novel’s feminist spirit, some earlier critics read this ending as ironic.
Gilbert and Gubar, for example, referred to the novel’s close as “a half-ironic apostrophe to that
apostle of celestial transcendence."” However, more recent critics read the novel’s close as an
earnest tribute to St. John, despite his domineering nature. Emily Griesinger offers the
possibilities that Jane is willing to forgive him because she is so happy with Rochester, or that
she pities Rivers, or that she “gives the last word to St. John to remind herself (and the reader)
that there is or could be a higher calling than earthly delights in marriage.”*® All of these are
notable considerations when we reflect on the ending of Jane Eyre, but I posit that rather than

making an apology for her choices, Jane is exhibiting her security in the life she has chosen with

? Gilbert and Gubar, Madwoman in the Attic, 370.

3% Griesinger, “Charlotte Bront&’s Religion, ” 55.

54



Rochester, her calling as a “missionary of love,” as J. Jeffrey Franklin calls it.*' Marianne
Thormihlen argues that Jane’s homage notes the credence of personalized worship in that both
Jane and Rivers “have sought and received Divine guidance and been faithful to the claims of
their God-created selves.” This satisfaction with their different callings speaks to what Susan
VanZanten Gallagher describes as the novel’s “religious assertion of a woman’s right to self-

identify.” For her, the novel’s “depiction of marriage as a relationship of equality anticipate[s]

\C«m@&

Figure 1.4. Illustration by Bernice Oehler for Charlotte Bront€, Jane Eyre (New York: Laidlaw
Brothers, 1947). Bernice Oehler (1881- 1955) also illustrated novels by Dickens and wrote and
illustrated several children’s readers. She also published several

instructional books on drawing, most notably Figure Sketching (1929).

3! Franklin, “The Merging of Spiritualities.”

32 Thorméhlen, The Brontés and Religion, 218.
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twentieth-century Christian feminism.”** Several other critics have recognized this same self-
assuredness in Jane’s choices by mentioning St. John at the novel’s close.* Her choice to marry
Rochester evidences the way she embraces her individualized understanding of Christianity,
while affording others respect in pursuing their personalized missions.

We can see the implied differences of Jane and St. John’s spiritual choices reflected in
Figure 1.4, Bernice Oehler’s 1947 illustration. St. John stands erect and looks out on the horizon,
implying his view of himself as a heroic foot soldier for Christ. Jane, contrastingly, bows her
head, looking toward her heart. Her Christian mission is one tied to her desire to make a life with
Rochester, where she will spread goodness within her domestic realm rather than abroad as
Rivers will. We can thus see that Jane’s homage to St. John is not a submissive retreat but an
indication of the inner peace her self-knowledge affords her. It is in this spirit of forgiveness at
the close of the novel that we can come to understand one reason why Bronté€ renders
Brocklehurst dark and St. John white. This stratification can partly be understood because
Brocklehurst’s oppressive control yields misery and even death for some of his pupils, > but St.
John’s fanatical control results in misery, but mostly for himself. St. John’s efforts also foster
some positive results, like supposed conversions in India.

We can gain more clarity on the light and dark imagery attached to these men by

considering their presence in the novel in spatial terms. The spatial quality of the dark pillar and

33 Susan VanZanten Gallagher. "Jane Eyre and Christianity," in Approaches Teaching Jane Eyre. Eds.
Diane Long Hoeveler and Beth Lau. (New York: Modern Language Association, 1993), 68.

3* For example, see Jerome Beaty’s Misreading Jane Eyre: A Postformalist Paradigm (Columbus: Ohio
State University Press, 1996), 211; and Barbara Gates’s ““Visionary Woe’ and Its Revisions: Another Look at Jane
Eyre’s Pictures,” Ariel 7 (October 1976): 44.

3% We can see another instance of a dark column being connected to death and destruction in Charlotte
Bronté’s poem “Pilate’s Wife’s Dream” in which another woman uses her subjectivity to identify a misuse of
authority to a tragic end—Pilate’s reluctant allowance for Christ to be crucified.
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white column reveals how the men are important markers in Jane’s journey, for these images
signify vertical moments of impasse in Jane’s otherwise horizontal journey. *® Sharon Locy sheds
light on the novel’s spatial power by asserting that Jane’s movement throughout the novel results
in a masculine sort of Bildungsroman progression for Jane. For Locy, Jane’s movement from
confining patriarchal spaces (like the red room, Lowood, and Thornfield) to more open natural
landscapes correlates with her choice to not conform to her traditional sphere.”” However,
nowhere does Locy consider Brocklehurst and Rivers as vertical elements in Jane’s spatial
journey. Melodie Monahan, however, does recognize the importance of a pillar in Jane’s
journey—that of the fork at Whitcross. Jane described this landmark as, “a stone pillar set up
where four roads meet: whitewashed, I suppose, to be more obvious at a distance and in
darkness. Four arms spring from its summit” (JE, 412). Jane’s moment at Whitcross is one of
decision, for she must make a decision as to which way to continue her journey. Of this moment,
Monahan argues, “The crisis at Whitcross is pivotal: it reenacts the helplessness and ostracism
Jane experienced at Gateshead and Lowood: it juxtaposes absolute separation with the
duplicitous networks at Thornfield; and, more important still, it provides the necessary space
Jane requires in order to imagine her future.”*®

Monahan does not extend this spatial distinction to Brocklehurst and Rivers, but through
the vertical imagery that Bronté assigns to them, Monahan’s application can be aptly applied.

First, Jane must overcome years of control in the shadow of the dark pillar Brocklehurst at

3% For some examples of Jane’s horizontal perception of her journey, see (JE 88, 100, 311).

37 Sharon Locy, “Travel and Space in Charlotte Bronté's ‘Jane Eyre,”” Pacific Coast Philology 37, no. 1
(2002): 116.

3% Melodie Monahan, "Heading Out is Not Going Home: Jane Eyre," Studies in English Literature 2, no. 8
(Autumn 1988), 602.
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Lowood, years in which she realizes that her passion is not depraved as her oppressor would
have her believe. This victory, however, can only occur within the quiet obscurity of Jane’s own
consciousness because of the controlling institutional space in which she lives. So while Jane
does gain a personal victory in not internalizing Brocklehurst’s false judgments of her, her
resistance to this oppression and his doctrines of total depravity are inward and obscure.
Contrastingly, Jane’s overcoming of St. John, the white column, marks a more enlightened
victory in her journey. Jane, now a free agent in the world because of her surprise inheritance
from an unknown uncle and her increasing confidence in her self-knowledge, can openly
contests St. John’s controlling vision for her life and assert her own will. It is in crossing these
rigid men that Jane ultimately privileges her passion for a life of devoted domesticity with
Rochester, where she will privilege her visual power by literally seeing for her blind husband.
What’s more, the notion of crossing these vertical markers spatially replicates the most sacred
symbol of Christianity: the cross. The patriarchal authority of these men alone cannot bring Jane
religious fulfillment, but when she crosses these men and transgresses the boundaries they have
established for her, therein she finds true individual faith.

We can further understand the significance of Brocklehurst and Rivers as vertical
markers in Jane’s horizontal journey when we consider Luce Irigaray’s theory on the female
divine. She argues that women have a horizontal notion of femininity through their homosocial
interactions with other women—mothers, sisters, daughters, and friends— but they lack the
privilege of looking to a feminine supernatural being for a vertical concept for inheriting their
divine qualities. Irigaray notes, “In some way, the vertical dimension is always being taken

away from female becoming. . . . Female genealogy has to be suppressed, on behalf of the son-
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Father relationship, and the idealization of the father and husband as patriarchs.”* It is notable
then, that Bronté attaches vertical imagery to these men, who are self-professed conduits for
divine judgment over Jane. She decidedly rejects this vertical authority and instead privileges her

own horizontal concept of herself as experiencing God through her heart and the natural world.

Religious Spaces, Surveillance, and Discomfort

Aside from the potency of the pillar or column image in Jane Eyre, visual rhetoric also
serves to present a strong message concerning religious spaces in general. Broadly speaking,
women in the Brontés’ novels do not receive inspiration within religious structures, but rather, in
nature or in their everyday lives. Here I will focus on Charlotte and Emily Bronté’s fiction
primarily; for, while Anne’s novels do not present religious spaces in a positive sense, they also
refrain from any overtly negative commentary about these spaces. In Charlotte and Emily’s
novels, religious spaces that are meant to provide spiritual fortification instead prove to be
stifling and uncomfortable for women. This is a phenomenon that feminists working within
spatial theory have noticed. Diana Agrest argues that phallic imagery is ever-present in Western
architecture in general, and that “The male body is projected, represented, and inscribed in the
design of buildings and cities and in the texts that establish their ideology. The female body is
suppressed or excluded.”* For Agrest the architectural realities of religious structures mirror the

institutional neglect toward women. Elizabeth Grosz bears an even more pointed view of the

%% Luce Irigaray, An Ethics of Sexual Difference, trans Carolyn Burke and Gillian C. Gill. (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1993), 108.

* Diana 1. Agrest, “Architecture from Without: Body, Logic, and Sex,” Assemblage 7, no. 1 (October
1988): 35.
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detriment of male-created spaces in women'’s lives. She sees all man-made structures, including
religious and civic buildings, but most especially the home, as evidence of the patriarchal desire

to erase and contain female power. She relates,

The containment of women within a dwelling that they did not build, nor was even built
for them, can only amount to a homelessness within the very home itself: it becomes the
space of duty, of endless and infinitely repeatable chores that have no social value or
recognition, the space of the affirmation and replenishment of others at the expense and
erasure of the self, the space of domestic violence and abuse, the space that harms as

L) 41
much as it 1solates women.

Though Grosz focuses most specifically on the home, I see this notion as applicable to religious
spaces as well. In this mindset, any religious architectural space would become oppressive rather
than inspirational, for religious observance therein would amount to tutelage under male
authority rather than an interpretive relationship with the divine. This is a dynamic that we see
across the Bronté’s works. Through a more distant reading of the Brontés’ novels, we can see a
wider use of religious spaces as a visceral and sensual representation of how individualized
feminine religiosity can be stifled through the patriarchal institution. I argue here that these
spaces, and more importantly, the gendered nature of the authority they represent, is the reason
women do not receive inspiration and enrichment within them.

In Jane Eyre, we see a considerable weight lifted off Jane when she leaves the “convent-

like” and “church-like” Lowood for the wider world (JE, 54). She describes her new situation,

*! Elizabeth Grosz, “Women, Chora, Dwelling” in Gender Space Architecture: Interdisciplinary
Introduction, ed. Iain Borden, Barbara Penner, and Jane Rendell (London: Routledge, 1999), 218.
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“now I remembered that the real/ world was wide, and that a varied field of hopes and fears, of
sensations and excitements, awaited those who had courage to go forth into its expanse, to seek
real knowledge of life amidst its perils” (JE, 100). Jane does not flourish at Lowood, a harsh
institutional space on which Brocklehurst—the black pillar—casts his shadow. When she is able
to escape its boundaries, she can then seek real knowledge and spirituality based in her own
subjectivity rather than the directives of the institution. We see similar concepts in the religious
boardinghouses in Charlotte Bronté’s The Professor and Villette when the female attendants
within these Catholic institutions spy on governesses and pupils. In these moments, female
characters define their oppressive atmosphere again through visual rhetoric. In The Professor, the
governess Frances Henri relates her displeasure at working and residing in a Roman-Catholic

school to William Crimsworth:

I long to live once more among Protestants; they are more honest than Catholics; a
Romish school is a building with porous walls, a hollow floor, a false ceiling; every room
in this house, monsieur, has eyeholes and ear-holes, and what the house is, the inhabitants
are, very treacherous; they all think it lawful to tell lies; they all call it politeness to

profess friendship where they feel hatred. (7P, 297)

We can see in this passage Bronté’s apparently anti-Catholic fear of surveillance. The treachery
Frances perceives is most palpable through the architectural space of the school, which is
presented as rather insidious. Nothing is stable or trustworthy about this space to her, and she
conveys a visual impression of her severe discomfort in an institutional space that mandates

religious regimen at odds with her Protestant beliefs.
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We see a similar moment in Villette when Lucy Snowe describes the school she teaches
at in Belgium as “ruled by espionage” and that after Madame Beck “had been plotting and
counter-plotting, spying and receiving the reports of spies all day, she would come up to my
room,” and repeat Catholic prayers as a certain reprieve from her exhausting lifestyle of
espionage (Vil, 64). As Heather Glen relates, this surveillance is ironic and diminutive, and
Bronté parodies Gothic tropes of espionage in Villette.** The critique of this espionage, though
hinted with irony, is still a rebuke. Women like Madame Beck, who seek to judge and control,
are only able to perceive the outer, rather than the inner life, as Diane Long Hoeveler argues.*
The school is a place of surveillance, but in Lucy’s room, the space of a Protestant woman,
Madame Beck pauses from her social rituals of spying and connects back to some of the more
heartfelt aspects of Catholicism. Though Lucy does not seem to fear surveillance at the
schoolhouse as much as Frances does, we can again see how the school as a whole, which bears
a Catholic ideology, is a place of control. In these moments, it is easy to see the intense English
fear of national surveillance at the hands of Catholics, whom Bronté certainly saw as hindering
an individualized experience of God in nature because of their more structured, ornamental
religious practices and their reliance on the Pope and other clergy as definitive sources of
doctrine.* Though these schoolmasters are women, it is clear that they serve the patriarchal
hierarchy of Catholicism, and thus Bronté perceives them as religious subordinators who quell

individual interpretation and personal liberty.

*2 Heather Glen, Charlotte Bronté: The Imagination in History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003),
203.

* Diane Long Hoeveler, “The Obscured Eye: Visual Imagery as Theme and Structure in Villette,” Ball
State University Forum 19, no. 1 (1978): 25.

* Micael M. Clarke, “Charlotte Bronté’s Villette, Mid-Victorian Anti-Catholicism, and the Turn to
Secularism” ELH 78, no. 4 (Winter 2011): 972.
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Furthermore, we also see religious spaces as synonymous with discomfort, and even
physical harm at times, in the Brontés. In Villette, when Lucy becomes profoundly depressed
about her lot as a governess, she visits a Catholic priest, Pére Silas, in search of comfort, despite
her Protestant views. After she speaks with him in the cold, drafty church, he invites her to return
and speak with him again but insists that his church is not a safe place. He warns her, “I see you
are ill, and this church is too cold; you must come to my house” (Vi/, 149). In this moment, even
the priest himself recognizes the unsuitability of his religious space for the fragile Lucy and the
more appropriate warmth of his home. From this dichotomy, we can infer the separation between
the priest as an institutional leader and as a human being. His institutional space and his
leadership are unhelpful and even dangerous to Lucy, but his human capability for warmth and
compassion can help heal her. We see in this distinction the criticism that the institutional leader
and the human being need not be so far removed from each other; an ideal leadership would
allow for human warmth within the institution.

The portrayal of religious spaces as cumbersome and uncomfortable does not only extend
to foreign Catholic spaces; we see a similar portrayal of English Protestant places of worship as
well. In Shirley, Shirley Keeldar relates to Catherine Helstone the stifling discomfort that the
space of the church will bring to them should they attend services. “How hot it will be in the
church,” she says, “And what a dreary long speech Dr. Boultby will make! And how the curates
will hammer over their prepared orations! For my part, I would rather not enter” (Sk, 358). Here,
rather than the religious space being a freezing cold cathedral in the unfriendly Belgian winter,
the religious structure is a stifling, hot country chapel in the English summer. Shirley does not

find the curates’ lectures to be spiritually nourishing, but rather, domineering and uncomfortable.
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So it would seem that regardless of the proximity of the church or even the ideology it furthers,
these are uncomfortable and uninspiring spaces for women.

The transcendent spirituality that Shirley exhibits in the pages that follow, however,
indicates that Christian architecture can be empowering in a certain context. In this moment,
Shirley reflects on the beauty of the sunset as it reflects on the chapel and churchyard, and she
proclaims the virtue and power of the biblical Eve and all the women who have descended from
her. Shirley, it seems, can appreciate the role of the religious institution when it is put in proper
scope with the larger natural world, but she cannot receive spiritual comfort and guidance when
she is completely swallowed up in the religious space itself. Susan VanZanten Gallagher makes a

point about Jane Eyre that I would certainly apply to Shirley as well. She argues,

Bronté thus may be participating in an alternative Christian tradition . . . [which suggests
that] although the Christianity professed by the powerful males in the novel is destructive
to, and exploitative of, women, the novel might embody a Christian feminism that sees
God as both masculine and feminine and advocates the values of love, sexuality, and a

marriage partnership.*’

We can see this transformative attitude about Christianity in Bronté’s rejection of male-
dominated hierarchy yet reverence toward personal Christian practice. This distinction suggests a
new marriage between male-authored biblical mandates and feminine interpretation of these
ideas in the natural world. While attendance within the building itself may not afford Shirley the

natural feminine experience she desires, when she is able to appreciate religious worship from

* Gallagher, “Jane Eyre and Christianity,” 67.
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afar, and within nature, she experiences greater fulfillment. This proves an apt comparison for
how biblical hermeneutics operate; they are devoid of official unification with the institution of
Christianity, yet the tenets of the faith take on new life in outside secular experience.

Another instance of a religious space as a stifling, uncomfortable place occurs within
Lockwood’s dream in Wuthering Heights. Here we have a male narrator, but I argue that this
dream is largely inspired by Cathy’s thoughts as they are represented in a journal entry that
Lockwood reads just before going to sleep. He describes the Chapel of Gimmerton Sough as
foreboding for its dark, stagnant nature: “[I]t lies in a hollow, between two hills: an elevated
hollow, near a swamp, whose peaty moisture is said to answer all the purposes of embalming on
the few corpses deposited there” (WH, 28). This image is quite unlike Charlotte Bronté’s
renderings of churches in that it is stagnant and accompanied with yonic symbols. Here the
church lies “between two hills,” or between two breasts, and in a sense, over the heart of the
natural landscape. Abandoned without the presiding power of patriarchy, the earth seems to
absorb this structure and cause it to decay into something stagnant and useless. From this
imagery we can see Lockwood’s perception that the religious institution has become decrepit and
abandoned in Wuthering Heights— just like this religious space. The felicity Shirley experiences
in viewing the churchyard and the natural world is not present in Wuthering Heights. In Emily
Bronté’s novel, feminine notions of spirituality oppose male-authored Christianity more
aggressively than in Charlotte’s novels, where gendered understandings of God can often be
more complementary. Through this wider reading of Charlotte and Emily Bronté’s novels, we
can see how religious spaces are generally negative visual signifiers of either oppressive
surveillance or stifling discomfort and stagnation. The negative connections with these buildings

reveal the main problem with religious institutions for the Brontés—that they often limit
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spirituality and emphasize a sequestered unity with other patrons rather than mobilizing Christian

principles to be palatable and accessible to women in their everyday lives.
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CHAPTER 2: IMAGES AS DIVINE GUIDANCE IN THE WORKS OF

CHARLOTTE BRONTE

Just after Jane flees Thornfield upon learning that Rochester is a married man, she calls

out to nature in her greatest hour of need. She describes her feelings:

I have no relative but the universal mother, Nature: I will seek her breast and ask
repose... Nature seemed to me benign and good; I thought she loved me, outcast as |
was; and I, who from man could anticipate only mistrust, rejection, insult, clung to her
with filial fondness. Tonight, at least, I would be her guest, as I was her child: my mother

would lodge me without money and without price. (JE, 413)

In this moment, Jane relies on nature as a form of Providence in a world where all of her closest
human associations have rejected and wronged her. When she learns that Thornfield Hall is a
dangerous place for her physically,' and perhaps even more so for her spiritually, she sees nature
as the only real dwelling that she can count on. She relies on her connection with nature to help
her transition into a new life. In fact, a similar relationship with nature occurs for female
protagonists across Charlotte Bronté’s novels and throughout all three Bront€s’ works. With this

strong reliance on nature, it is unsurprising that a substantial amount of criticism has been

! For an in-depth exploration of dangerous patriarchal spaces in Jane Eyre, see Susan Lydon’s
“Abandoning and Re-Inhabiting Domestic Spaces in Jane Eyre, Villette, and Wide Sargasso Sea” Bronté Studies 35,
no. 1 (March 2010): 23-29.
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dedicated to exploring the Brontés as Romantics in their relationship with nature.” Here I hope to
contribute to this large body of thought by tracing the biblical hermeneutics that inform the

Brontés’ Romanticism.

\ A
S\ P2

Figure 2.1. Illustration by Helen Sewell for Charlotte Bronté, Jane Eyre. (London: Oxford
University Press, 1938). Helen Sewell (1896-1957) was an American illustrator who primarily
worked in children’s books, most famously Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little House on the Prairie
series.

We can see a visual representation of Jane’s refuge in nature in Figure 2.1, Helen
Sewell’s 1938 illustration. We see Jane nestled in a crag of a hill. She in some ways resembles a
baby in her mother’s womb, nestled in a curved crag beneath the yonic, curved horizon. This

illustration renders the notion that pervades Jane’s thoughts—that nature is intimately connected

? For example see Enid Lowry’s The Brontés and Nature (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 1986) and
Eithne Henson’s Landscape and Gender in the Novels of Charlotte Bronté, George Eliot, and Thomas Hardy
(London, Ashgate: 2011.)
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to providential protection and maternal nurturing. Because of moments like these when nature is
central to guiding women’s lives, several critics have formed some assumptions about Charlotte
Bronté’s ideology. The first critical assumption about Bronté is that her rendering of nature is
largely Romantic and subverts Christian discourse in her work. One of the most notable
arguments on this point is J. Jeffrey Franklin’s essay, “The Merging of Spiritualities: Jane Eyre
as Missionary of Love.” Here he argues that though the novel is imbued with what he terms the
“discourse of Christianity,” it is truly invested in a sort of natural supernaturalism.* Anne
Williams describes this supernaturalism as the “tendency to reformulate theological ideas (the
Fall, redemption) within the realm of the mind and nature alone—the human imagination
becoming our means of salvation.” Critics like J. Jeffrey Franklin see Bronté’s work as
championing the imagination over religion, and they view divine guidance from nature as
evidence of a Romantic rejection of religion. Conversely, other critics see Bronté’s treatment of
nature as an amalgamation of Romanticism and Christianity. Barry Qualls, for example, argues
that Bront€ “attempts to discover new modes by which the soul may be realized through the self,
indeed a new synthesis of the old religion and Romanticism.”” Here I will support Qualls’s
argument about Bronté’s ideology. In my view, her Romantic imagination strongly informs her
individualized application of religion, and it in no way undermines her female characters’ faith.
Bronté certainly was a post-Romantic in many senses, and we can see the strong

influence of nature on women’s imaginations in her fiction. Some critics, such as Simon Cooke,

3 Franklin, “The Merging of Spiritualities,” 466.
* Anne Williams, Natural Supernaturalism in “Wuthering Heights,” Studies in Philology 82, no. 1, (Winter
1985): 105-6. Also see M.H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism; Tradition and Revolution in Romantic Literature

(Norton: New York, 1971) for a much more detailed exploration of the concept.

> Barry Qualls, The Secular Pilgrims of Victorian Fiction: The Novel as Book of Life, (London: Cambridge
University Press, 1982), 58.
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see nature as an outward reflection of protagonists’ consciousness and see Bronté’s use of nature
as falling within the tradition of the pathetic fallacy.® I argue, however, that Bront&’s heroines are
not passive receptors of outside elements. Even so, she does not present nature as a passive force
that her protagonists can preside over and enliven with their subjectivity. The novels do not
promote nature as, what Coleridge termed, an “inanimate, cold world,”7 a world only enlivened
by the human imagination. Rather, in Bronté’s novels, the Wordsworthian notion of the

imagination flourishing “in the strength of nature”

abounds. Rather than imagination
superseding nature, then, it draws inner meaning from the self-supporting virtues of the natural
world. Both the human imagination and the natural world are divine for Bronté, and one does not
seem to outshine the other.

Some critics perceive Bronté’s reliance on nature as a subversion of Christianity. Perhaps
John Maynard argues this most boldly, claiming that she advocates for a “pagan and female new
religion™ in Jane Eyre, and that Bronté advocates for “dethroning masculine religion and
creating a new female gospel, the life of Jane.”'® He supports his theory with moments in the
novel when Jane draws upon nature for inspiration, a relationship he assesses as pagan. Where

Maynard's argument is lacking, however, is that he seems to dismiss the potency of nature within

the biblical tradition, and he does not recognize the larger Romantic influence on Victorian

% For example, see Simon Cooke’s “‘The Ever-Shifting Kaleidoscope of the Imagination’: Modern
Ilustrations to the Brontés,” Bronté Studies 31 (2006).

7 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “Dejection: An Ode,” iv, line 5. In The Norton Anthology of English
Literature 8" ed, vol. D., edited by Stephen Greenblatt (New York: Norton, 2006), 466-7.

$ William Wordsworth, Prelude iii, line 193 in The Norton Anthology of English Literature 8" ed, vol. D.,
Ed. Stephen Greenblatt (New York: Norton, 2006), 352.

? John Maynard, “The Brontés and Religion” in The Cambridge Companion to The Brontés. Ed. Heather
Glen (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2002), 196.

19 1bid., 204.
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evangelicalism. One critic, Essaka Joshua, picked up on Maynard’s oversight, and countered his
analysis of Jane Eyre by suggesting the expressive power of nature in many biblical stories."’
We need look no further than Bronté€’s words on the subject to know how nature related to
religion in her eyes. When G.H. Lewes asked her what the best book was, she replied, “The
Bible.” When he asked her what the second best book was, she replied, “The Book of Nature.”'?
As is implicit in her ranking of the Bible over the complementary Book of Nature—which was a
Puritan idea that God’s goodness reflected in natural beauty—we find biographical details that
corroborate her literary choices. Bronté does not use natural images to subvert Christian
discourse; rather, the two are very often fused. This suggests the inseparability of religious fervor
from the visual power of natural images. What Joshua cursorily observes, I will develop
substantively here: that Bronte’s female characters experience nature in a Romantic way, but that

biblical tradition informs these experiences as well.

Jane Eyre and Celestial Images
In all the ways that Jane is visionary and imaginative, she shows this affinity most
strongly in pivotal moments when natural images provide spiritual guidance to her. She is clearly
rooted in the traditions of Christianity, as is evidenced by her frequent biblical allusions, yet it is
the power of the image in nature that proves most pivotal in guiding her through several crucial
moments. The first strong instance of this is when Jane asks the sun for guidance as it sets the
evening after her canceled wedding: “Some time in the afternoon I raised my head, and looking

round and seeing the western sun gilding the sign of its decline on the wall, I asked, ‘What am I

" Essaka Joshua, ""Almost My Hope of Heaven': Idolatry and Messianic Symbolism in Charlotte Bronte's
Jane Eyre," Philological Quarterly 81.1 (2002): 81-107.

'2 Elizabeth Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Bronté, (New York: Penguin, 1998), 48.
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to do?’ But the answer my mind gave—*‘Leave Thornfield at once’—was so prompt, so dread,
that I stopped my ears” (JE, 379). Here Jane intuits a new direction for her life as she processes
the spectacle of the falling sun in the sky. Later that evening, she receives even more pronounced
guidance from a celestial image as she lies in bed after Rochester pleads for her to stay and be

his mistress. She observes the moon as it rises in the sky:

I watched her come—watched with the strangest anticipation; as though some word of
doom were to be written on her disk. She broke forth as never moon yet burst from
cloud: a hand first penetrated the sable folds and waved them away; then, not a moon, but
a white human form shone in the azure, inclining a glorious brow earthward. It gazed
and gazed on me. It spoke to my spirit: immeasurably distant was the tone, yet so near, it
whispered in my heart—

“My daughter, flee temptation.”

“Mother, I will.” (JE, 407)

This moment is powerful in displaying just how visual divine guidance is for Jane. She has
prayed and recited biblical allusions to both Rochester and herself before this moment, but it is
only after this pure communication with an image, the moon, that Jane is resolved to leave
Thornfield. Upon seeing the moon, she expects inspiration in a textual form, thinking that some
“word of doom” will be “written on her disk.” However, it is an intuitive message that she
receives instead. She sees the moon, not as a natural force, but as a human-like form. It gazes on
her and she recalls the tenor of the message as both distant and intimately near. When the image

commands her to “flee from temptation,” there is no hesitation and no narrative explanation;
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there is only the immediate agreement: “Mother, I will.” The image of the moon solidifies the
spiritual foundation that her prayers and biblical knowledge have fostered.

Even with Jane’s clear evocation of help from her Christian God, critics have analyzed
this passage as pagan. John Maynard again proves particularly articulate on this matter. For him,
the moon is the essential evidence of what he calls Bronté’s “pagan and female new religion.”
He sees this moment with the moon as a remnant of “pagan vitalism,” and “self-realisation for

the negative religion™"”

that Bront€ grew up with. He dismisses the validity of individualized
faith, positing, “If God begins in self, God may very well end in a world of spirits all
manifestation of godhead, or indeed in a kind of pantheism or paganism.”'* He denies that the
feminine adaptation to Christianity could be categorized as Christian at all and sees it as a
slippery slope to paganism. Maynard may well have been responding to Robert B. Heilman’s
1960 essay where he painstakingly analyzes the presence of the moon in Jane Eyre as evidence
of Bront&’s struggle between Reason and superstition.'” He explains that Bronté “wanted to
abjure hallucination and the self-indulgent dream and to discover transcendent truth,” but that
“her ultimate reliance on feeling recurrently brings the lunar symbol into play.” For Heilman,
then, the moon indicates a moment when female irrationality clouds truth; for this reason, he
concludes, “[W]e cannot finally assign an explicit symbolic value to Charlotte's moon.” ' In his

view, the intuitive adaptation of Christianity is an example of women’s irrationality, not a

legitimate form of belief.

"> Maynard, “The Brontés and Religion,” 204.
"*Ibid., 205.

1S Robert B. Heilman, “Charlotte Bronté, Reason, and the Moon,” Nineteenth-Century Fiction 14, no. 4,
(March 1960): 293.

16 Ibid., 302.
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This stringent view of Bronté’s mysticism as necessarily pagan has been challenged
several times. For example, Gail Turley Houston argues that the moon serves as an emblem of an
evangelical “gynomorphic God” that has qualities that Victorians would have gendered as both
masculine and feminine.'” Houston argues that Jane’s inspiration through the sun and moon is
one example of Bronté€’s liberal evangelical ideology in the novel. The sun represents the male
Reason instated in Christianity and the moon represents the intuitive femininity of increasing
importance within evangelicalism. She explains, "The moonlight mystifies and brilliantly
radiates the world in ways the sun's light cannot, revealing a heightened, sacred state...The
vision may facilitate a brief merging of the mortal with a supernal entity that brings knowledge
of supernal love.'®" Houston recognizes how Jane Eyre reflects the evangelical leaning toward
internalization, and thus, the legitimacy of experiencing God through nature. Barbara Taylor
explains that this notion of a gynomorphic God was becoming more widely understood as
religion became increasingly emotional in the Victorian era and women’s role as moral saviors
was increasingly emphasized. According to Taylor, Godly goodness transformed through “a
dialectical progression through stages in which these masculine and feminine principles
diverged, warred, and finally united.”"” This isn’t to say that the concept of a gynomorphic God
was accepted as a literal doctrine in mainstream Christianity; rather, this was a notion upheld
largely by radicals invested in the idea of feminine messianism and Owenite socialism. There
was a much more subdued religious current across liberal evangelicalism of this same flavor,

however. This current grew with women’s involvement in philanthropy and missionary work in

'7 Gail Turley Houston, Victorian Women Writers, Radical Grandmothers, and the Gendering of God,
(Columbus, OH; Ohio State University Press, 2013), 32.

¥ Ibid., 30-31.

' Taylor, Eve and the New Jerusalem, 170.
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recognizing Godly qualities in women that served to bolster their moral and political power.
Ultimately, Bronté renders the Christian God gynomorphic in her use of natural imagery that is
infused with both biblical significance and mythological distinction.

Whereas Gail Turley Houston comments on the Greco-Roman significance of the sun and
moon, [ will further investigate their significance through assessing Jane Eyre’s biblical
hermeneutics. By doing so, we can understand how Bront€ drew on a long tradition of the sun
and moon as signs of divine will and guidance. Within the Bible, the sun and moon do not take
on gendered significance, but they are frequently mentioned in both the Old and New Testament
as symbols of God’s power and signs of divine mandates. The psalms in particular emphasize
how God has appointed astronomical wonders as signs of his glory (Ps 8:3; 89:37; 104:19). Ina
similar vein, many Old Testament prophets presented celestial bodies as harbingers to Christ’s
second coming; for example, that the sun’s light would cease to shine out and the moon would
appear red as blood (Isa 13:10, 24:23, 60:19; Joel 2:31; Acts 2:20). This notion was repeated in
the New Testament through apostolic testimony (Matt. 24:29; Luke 21:25; Rev. 6:12).
Interestingly, the sun and moon are nearly always mentioned together and sometimes in
combination with the stars. Though the polarity between these two natural forces is clear, the
Bible often presents them as having a unity in purpose. The moon in particular often stands as a
cyclical indicator in the Bible, as it of course did for many ancient civilizations. One of the most
common references concerning the moon is that the new moon in the lunar phase indicated when
a sacrificial lamb was necessary under the Law of Moses (Num 10:10; 1 Sam 20: 5-6, 29; 2 Kgs
4:23; Amos 8:5). Interestingly enough, Jane receives her divine warning from a full moon, which
is furthest phase away from the new moon phase. In this way, we see a clear contrast from the

ancient signal for animal sacrifice. Jane makes a profound sacrifice and leaves Thornfield, not in
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the absence of the moon (a new moon); rather, the full moon itself commands this sacrifice. Such
a binary opposition from sacrifice under the Mosaic Law suggests that Jane’s reflective decision
to leave is motivated from a more enlightened and individualized application of sacrifice.

While Bronté likely drew on the biblical tradition of celestial bodies as evidence of God’s
glory and signs of warning, it was undoubtedly her knowledge on the larger Western pagan
tradition that inspired her gendered rendering of the moon. It is important to note that Bronté’s
understanding of Greek mythology was necessarily second-hand. Though Branwell was educated
in Greek and Latin, the Victorian standard for young men, Charlotte was most invested in
learning French.”® However, we do know that Mr. Bronté allowed his daughters to sit in on
Branwell’s tutoring sessions, and so Charlotte may have learned a bit about the classics through
this exposure.?' Furthermore, Christine Alexander suggests that Bronté was likely well
acquainted with Greek mythology through reading Dryden and Pope’s translations of Homer.?
Within Greek mythology, the sun and moon serve as polar complements. The Greek God Helios
is sometimes seen as synonymous with Apollo, the God of Light who chariots the sun across the
sky. He is often utilized to show moral strength and goodness.*® Greeks perceived Helios” power
as essential to life on earth, as is evidenced in Homer’s depiction in 7he Odyssey when
Odysseus’ men eat the sun God’s cattle when they run out of supplies on Thrinacia.* He vows to

shine the sun in the underworld instead if he does not receive vengeance. The moon goddess,

20 Victor A. Neufeldt, ed., The Poems of Charlotte Bronte: A New Text and Commentary (New York:
Garland, 1985), 397.

21 Sue Lonoff, “The Education of Charlotte Bronté,” 459.

22 Christine Alexander, The Early Writings of Charlotte Bronté (Buffalo: Prometheus, 1983), 22.

3 A bust of Alexander the Great was made in the likeness of Helios and Plato’s Republic strongly links
Helios with moral goodness.

** Homer, The Odyssey, Book 12.
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Selene, possesses a much different sort of power than her brother Helios. She is a Titan strongly
linked to the goddesses Artemis and Hecate, and all three of these goddesses are linked to
intuition, sexuality, and fertility. Like Helios, Selene chariots the moon across the sky, as is
described in the Homeric “Hymn to Selene.” Between Helios and Selene we can see a clear
delineation of what the sun and moon signify. The sun signifies moral might and goodness, the
moon signifies more fluid and vulnerable forces like sexuality and fertility. To some extent, we
can see the patriarchal influence within this tradition and its extension into Christian conceptions
of gender essentialism. In Bronté’s use of the sun and moon image, it is easy to see how she
draws from both the Bible and pagan mythology to render these images. Though Bronté never
assigns the sun a masculine signifier, it does appear to be diametrically opposed to the moon. In
the sun’s message to her, we see linguistic clarity. The falling sun inspires direct Reason in
admonishing her to leave Thornfield, and the sharpness of this message freezes her in her tracks,
and she is too frightened to act. Jane’s experience with the feminine moon is contrasting to her
moment with the sun. The image of the moon directs her to leave in a gentler, more gradual way.
The difference resonates strongly with Cixous’s notion of /'écriture féminine in that while the
sun’s message resembles male sexual function—singular and direct—the message from the
moon is much more nuanced, cyclical, and nebulous—just like Cixous’s concept of female
sexual pleasure or jouissance. In her experience with the moon, Jane connects with the emotional
and familial quality of spiritual whisperings rather than the absolutism of Reason she associates
with the sun.

Despite how Bronté’s references are clearly informed in pagan mythology, these images
inspire Jane to adhere to a Christian moral mandate. Bronté uses the sun and moon within not

only a biblical context but also a mythological context to illustrate that the Christian God can be
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understood in both masculine and feminine terms—as both a God of Reason and a God of
emotion and intuition. However, Bronté did not only mean to inform her writing with the
gendered essentialism of Western culture, but she also meant to make a theological statement
about the Christian God in representing different gendered characteristics of Godly attributes. As
controversial as we might imagine this notion of a gynomorphic God to be, we can see roots for
such interpretations in some Bible verses. One striking moment in Revelation describes Christ’s
church before his second coming: “And there appeared a great wonder in heaven; a woman
clothed with the sun, and the moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars”
(Rev 12:1). In this moment, we see celestial entities utilized in a way similar to how Bronté
represents them. The woman here is emblematic of the church, and the sun and moon are used in
tandem to represent an overarching power. In this reference we see the church as a female, and
the images that accompany her as containing both feminine and masculine connotations within
the Western tradition. Because we are well aware of Bronté’s fascination with the book of
Revelation™ and her persistent use of this book in Jane Eyre, it is quite possible that she would
have been aware of this verse and even deliberate in evoking celestial images in a similar way. It
was references like this that bolstered women’s ability to understand themselves as more akin to
God and gave them stock to interpret the Bible in new and exciting ways. In Jane Eyre, then, we
see the sun and moon represent different facets of God’s power—being both full of forthright
Reason and sensual intuition. Both are characteristics that He manifests through the “Book of
Nature,” but it is the latter sensuality that resonates with Jane’s spiritual sensibilities and intuitive

subjectivity.

25 Jenkins, “Jane Eyre: Charlotte Bront&’s New Bible,” 73-75.
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Later, after Jane leaves Thornfield, we see celestial images provide inspiration again, not
so much to advise and warn Jane, but to inspire and comfort her. As she passes her first night out
in the open air, she prays for comfort and for Rochester’s well being. When she rises from her

knees, she expresses how the night sky strengthens her faith:

We know that God is everywhere; but certainly we feel His presence most when His
works are on the grandest scale spread before us; and it is in the unclouded night-sky,
where His worlds wheel their silent course, that we read clearest His infinitude, His
omnipotence, His omnipresence...Looking up, I, with tear-dimmed eyes, saw the mighty
Milky-way. Remembering what it was—what countless systems there swept space like a
soft trace of light—I felt the might and strength of God. Sure was I of His efficiency to
save what He had made: convinced I grew that neither earth should perish, nor one of the
souls it treasured. I turned my prayer to thanksgiving: the Source of Life was also the
Saviour of spirits. Mr. Rochester was safe; he was God’s, and by God would he be

guarded. (JE, 414)

This instance is a prime example of how Bronté amalgamates traditional Protestant notions of
God’s omniscient power and mercy as well as the Romantic notion that nature can inspire the
imagination. Here we see that the image of the Milky Way holds visceral meaning that no textual
recitation of the biblical could for Jane. In a sense, the image answers her prayer and brings a
visual knowledge to her mind. Jane recounts that she feels God’s presence most strongly through
seeing His omnipotence in the night sky. The visual manifestation of the vastness of the

universe, though it is hundreds of thousands of miles away, cuts to the quick of Jane’s heart and
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relieves her fears. This dynamic corresponds with her conviction that God is a vast and powerful
being who is transcendent and physically removed from her, yet he can speak intimately to her
heart with a personalized nearness.

An image again guides Jane later in her journey when she is near starvation and
desperate. When she is about to give up, for people have begun to shun her and call her a beggar,
she sees a light in the distance that seems to call to her. At first she describes the light as “one
dim point,” but then she sees that it “sprang up” in the night. Tellingly, she first wonders if this
hopeful image is an ignis fatuus, a natural source of light from marshy gasses breaking up in the
cold air, but then she realizes that it is from a little cottage. She continues to fall because of her
exhaustion, but she finally resolves, “This light was my forlorn hope: I must gain it” (JE, 422).
Here, again it is an image that gives Jane hope. She first assumes that this hopeful light is from
nature. Society has wronged her on so many fronts that she expects hopeful signs from nature but
not from civilization. Later, perhaps in the most metaphysical moment in the entire novel, Jane
hears Rochester calling out to her, “Jane! Jane! Jane!” and then resolves to go and find out what
has become of him. Understandably, critics have focused on this moment as a manifestation of
mysticism in the novel. This is one event when it is metaphysical language that pierces Jane’s
subjectivity rather than an image. However, what seems to be largely overlooked is how germane
vision is to this moment as well. Indeed, before Jane hears Rochester’s voice, she entreats God:
“Show me, show me the path!” Jane sees nothing, but then hears the voice (JE, 535; italics mine).
Jane’s movements have been guided by inspirational images, and she expects that they will be

again.
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John Maynard explains this metaphysical moment and her hearing Rochester’s voice as
“a patriarchal God’s intervention.”*® It seems to me that this is indeed a patriarchal intervention,
but perhaps one that emphasizes the linguistic nature of Rochester’s spiritualism in drawing Jane
to him rather than God’s influence over Jane as decidedly linguistic. Perhaps Jane experiences
this guidance through language because Rochester, unlike God, cannot speak to Jane’s pure
subjectivity in imagery; he instead must adhere to the system to which he has been acculturated
to—Ilanguage. The mode of pure visual inspiration belongs to God, who—according to
evangelical doctrine—knows her heart as no man can. Jane Eyre, then, utilizes astronomical and
natural imagery to convey several crucial ideas about women'’s spiritual subjectivity—that the
natural world is alive with signs of Providence and that natural images can speak to feminine
intuition because of the gynomorphic nature of His characteristics, both male and female by
Victorian standards. It is through these images that we can understand that Bronté writes within
the tradition of biblical hermeneutics. Jane Eyre exhibits hints of both Romanticism and
progressivism, but evangelical Christianity largely informs these natural references rather than

subverting the Christian tradition.

Villette and the Aurora Borealis
Just as Jane Eyre exhibits the power of visual subjectivity, we also see this power in
Villette. The novel’s protagonist, however, proves quite different from the emotional and
articulate Jane; in fact, critics squarely regard Lucy Snowe as cold, elusive, and mysterious.

Gilbert and Gubar argue that she is a parody of Wordsworth’s Lucy Gray; they posit: “Far from

2 Maynard, “The Brontés and Religion,” 204.
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being nature’s favorite, she seems to be one of those chosen for adversity.””’ It may well be true
that Lucy struggles to thrive in her marginalized status as an unmarried governess, but she is not
entirely disconnected from nature and its gifts. In one moment in the novel that critics have
largely ignored, nature functions as a form of divine guidance for Lucy Snowe in a way quite
akin to the wider Bronté tradition. This moment reveals a more relatable and Romantic Lucy
who reaches beyond her stoic facade for aid. When Lucy loses her position with Mrs.
Marchmont as a caregiver after the woman passes away early in the novel, she is friendless and
penniless. Not knowing where to go, she experiences a moment rather comparable to Jane Eyre’s

moment of crisis when she looks to the skies for guidance:

I should have quailed in the absence of moonlight, for it was by the leading of stars only |
traced the dim path; I should have quailed still more in the unwonted presence of that
which to-night shone in the north, a moving mystery—the Aurora Borealis. But this
solemn stranger influenced me otherwise than through my fears. Some new power it
seemed to bring. I drew in energy with the keen, low breeze that blew on its path. (Vil,

36)

Here we can see the spectacle of the northern lights influencing Lucy’s mood and emotions in a
similar way to how celestial bodies affect Jane. The spectacle is not only beautiful, but it also
brings “power” and an “unwonted presence” to Lucy. She personifies the natural phenomenon,
much as we saw with Jane Eyre and the moon. Though the spectacle is not gendered like Jane’s

moon is, it clearly has both a human quality and a self-supporting power. Also like Jane’s moon,

27 Gilbert and Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic, 402.
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it has a metaphysical quality, and Lucy can draw in its energy. The outer elements permeate her
inner subjectivity, and in this moment, she is not so evasive.
The aurora borealis does not only metaphysically influence Lucy’s mood, though. It also

speaks to her much as the moon speaks to Jane. Lucy explains,

A bold thought was sent to my mind; my mind was made strong to receive it.

"Leave this wilderness," it was said to me, "and go out hence."

"Where?" was the query.

I had not very far to look; gazing from this country parish in that flat, rich middle of
England—I mentally saw within reach what I had never yet beheld with my bodily eyes:

I saw London. (Vil, 36-7)

Here we see the image send a striking thought to her mind, not relayed by language, but by pure
visual knowledge from the natural wonder. The aurora borealis deters her from going north and
directs her south to London, and this is a journey that will ultimately lead her to a new life in the
continent. As is evidenced in this episode, Lucy bears a strong sense of visual subjectivity. This
is a trait that many critics find problematic to the narrative’s reliability because Lucy
purposefully withholds details from the audience at other points in the novel. What’s more,
Lucy’s subjectivity is faulty in moments and visual messages tend to shift in their meaning
throughout Villette, particularly in connection with the strange nun figure she encounters
repeatedly. Amidst the many shifting images in the novel that she grapples with, the image of the

aurora borealis proves to be a stable one.
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We see this trait again later on in her journey after she has traveled to the continent by sea
and is in Belgium, unsure of what to do next: “Breakfast over, I must again move—in what
direction? ‘Go to Villette,” said an inward voice; prompted doubtless by the recollection of this
slight sentence uttered carelessly and at random by Miss Fanshawe, as she bid me good-by” (Vil,
52). This moment is not as metaphysical as is Lucy’s connection with the aurora borealis, but
we can see here that she has subjectivity within her. Furthermore, she is spiritually guided with a
sense of intuition rather than a verbal directive as to where she should go. Lucy’s “inward voice”
is the force that directs her journey. This voice not only represents her conscience, as the
traditional “still small voice” of the Holy Spirit in English Protestantism does,*® but this voice is
also potent on practical matters, like where to secure employment. Though we know that Lucy
considers herself to be an ardent Protestant, God can only be said to work through her and her
intellect. Her subjectivity, impressed upon by nature, as well as her ability to call forth the
passing suggestion of Miss Fanshawe, is what leads her on. It is in these moments too that we
can see a glimpse into Lucy’s inner being. Though she may seem passive on the surface, she
makes pivotal decisions, not through outer societal prescription, but—Ilike other Bronté
protagonists—through her own inner compass. These moments matter in our overall reading of
Villette because they reveal an intuitive spiritual life that is under the surface of Lucy’s stoic
facade.

Shirley’s Vision of the Titan Eve
We see Charlotte Bronté’s use of visual biblical hermeneutics to revise and feminize

Christian spirituality again in Shirley. This was Charlotte’s second major novel. It follows

¥ We can see evidence of such dialect about the Holy Spirit in many places. For example see “Christian
Controversy,” The Protestant Quarterly Review 4.1 (January 1847): 4. Reprinted in Protestant Quarterly Review,
Vol. 1-2 (London, Ulan Press: 2012), 382.
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Caroline Helstone and Shirley Keeldar as they navigate through the industrial depression of 1811
and 1812. The novel also critiques the religious sectarian contention of the Yorkshire village of
Spen Valley, and many things are criticized from traditional Anglican hierarchy to disharmony
between Dissenters and Anglicans. The feminist spirituality of the novel is an element that some
critics regard with scorn. Most famously, Terry Eagleton criticizes its “maundering rhetoric
of...embarrassing feminist mysticism.”” Even critics sympathetic to Bronté&’s feminist aims take
issue with the novel’s structure and style. Bronté intended Shirley to be a serious social novel
that countered some critics’ complaints about her romantic notions in Jane Eyre. Though she
succeeded in colorfully depicting Yorkshire life and many early nineteenth-century social issues,
the novel’s sprawling structure and tonal inconsistencies make it an “idiosyncratic experiment,”
as Lucasta Miller calls it.*° Historians have long attributed Shirley’s inconsistencies to the
tragedies that befell the Brontés as Charlotte wrote it. Early in her composition efforts, both
Branwell and Emily Bronté passed away, and Charlotte paused her writing to mourn. During the
latter part of her composition efforts, her third and only surviving sibling Anne died as well.”!
Indeed, as we can see in comparing early manuscripts of Shirley to the final text, Bronté revised
this novel much more extensively than her other novels. Her extensive changes suggest a
“greater uncertainty of composition,” as Herbert Rosengarten and Margaret Smith explain.*
Despite the novel’s inconsistencies, it contains moments of feminist social commentary

much more daring than in any of Charlotte’s other fiction, in my estimation. She takes on several

% Terry Eagleton, Myths of Power (London and New York: Macmillan, 1975), 58.
3% Miller, The Bronté Myth, 195.
3! Ibid., 23-29.

32 Herbert Rosengarten and Margaret Smith, “Introduction” in Charlotte Bronté, Shirley, xxvi.
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women’s issues—from advocating for political involvement, to questioning women’s place in
religion, to arguing for more equal marital relationships. In contrast to Eagleton’s distaste for its
feminist mysticism, many feminist critics and historians find Shirley to be an accurate portrayal
of women’s increasing desire to more zealously engage in politics and religion. Patricia Ingham
relates that Shirley explores the “English woman question,” or how English women in particular
were expected to behave and provide domestic services.” She posits that the novel is “a
challenge to the idea of womanliness as selflessness.”* In a similar vein, Miller believes that the
novel “embodies the feminist argument for the expansion of women’s lives beyond the home.”*’
Other critics have picked up on how Bronté links gender issues to other class issues. Houston
sees Shirley as merging the traditions of the Condition of England novel and the Woman
Question novel.*® We certainly see Bront€ bait her audience with this connection; in fact, she
titles her most profoundly feminist chapter, “Which the Genteel Reader is Recommended to
Skip, Low Persons being Here Introduced.” T