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Luke McBratney looks at how our 
hunger for big Victorian novels is being  
fed this autumn

In the lead up to Christmas we can prepare ourselves 
for a feast of fiction. Films, television adaptations 
and biographies will be heaped before us and we 

will become reacquainted with some of the best-loved 
stories and most memorable characters in literature. 
As you survey some of the forthcoming offerings it’s 
worth reminding yourself what it is about the works of 
Dickens and the Brontës that still attracts readers in the 
twenty-first century.

Passionate prose
Passion is one of the main factors. As Joyce wrote in 
‘The Dead’:

Better pass boldly into that other world, in the 
full glory of some passion, than fade and wither 
dismally with age.

Novels like Wuthering Heights burn with passion, 
and long after reading they reverberate. When I ask 
people about Wuthering Heights I rarely receive a 
moderate answer: even those who profess dislike do so 
with passion. In March a Radio 3 production aroused 

fury by using foul language, yet such responses seem 
appropriate for a novel about which an early reviewer 
said:

We rise from our perusal of Wuthering Heights as if 
we had come fresh from a pest-house. Read Jane Eyre 
is our advice, but burn Wuthering Heights.

Patterson’s Magazine, February 1848

Further opportunities for arousing passion might 
be afforded by the new Wuthering Heights film, which 
goes on general release on 11 November. Directed by 
Andrea Arnold, it casts a black actor, James Howson, 
as Heathcliff and uses hand-held cameras to help 
convey the animal passions of the novel and escape the 
frilly period-drama feel that is associated with some 
adaptations. Expect swearing and nudity.

Still passionate, but perhaps more traditional, is the 
film of Jane Eyre starring Mia Wasikowska and Michel 

Brontë 
burger, 
anyone?



Fassbender, now playing in some cinemas and soon to 
be released on DVD. Also worth seeing is We Are Three 
Sisters, Blake Morrison’s play about the Brontës, which 
is now on tour. Morrison’s work points to a further 
reason for ‘Brontëmania’: their lives. There’s a kind of 
mythology in these weird sisters and their drug-addled 
brother inventing their own worlds on the edge of the 
moors. 

The life of Dickens
While the lives of the Brontës loom ever large in the 
literary consciousness, at the moment the life of Dickens 
holds a particular appeal: 7 February 2012 is the 200th 
anniversary of his birth. Two new biographies — 
Robert Douglas-Fairhurst’s Becoming Dickens and Clare 
Tomalin’s Charles Dickens: A Life — have been written 
and numerous celebratory events are planned.

Dickens’s attraction, however, is not in his life but 
in his art. Contemporary novels sometimes seem cold 
creations — inward-looking and archly plotted with 

ironic narrators and a largely aesthetic or intellectual 
appeal — but for Dickens the major appeal is often 
to the heart. It’s not surprising that so many of our 
best-loved contemporary novels have harked back 
to Dickens’ golden age of storytelling. Think of the 
historical fiction of Sarah Waters, or the Dickensian 
sweep and sentiment of a novel like Captain Corelli’s 
Mandolin. Even the works of Martin Amis seem at 
their best when dominated by larger-than-life, comic 
creations like John Self or Keith Talent.

That most cerebral of poets, T. S. Eliot, wrote that 
‘human kind / Cannot bear very much reality’, yet for 
Dickens I think we can argue the reverse. We don’t want 
reality, we want more than reality, and it’s this quality 
of excess that makes our love of Dickens endure.

Activities

Read Morrison’s article on the Brontës (see ‘Useful 
sites’ box). 
•	 Summarise the reasons he cites for the Brontës’ 

popularity.
•	 Explain F. R. Leavis’ view of their work.
•	 For what reasons is Morrison pleased with the 

recent film versions of the books?

Useful sites
For details of Blake Morrison’s We Are Three 
Sisters see www.northern-broadsides.co.uk 
Find out more about the Dickens Bicentenary at 
www.dickens2012.org 
Blake Morrison on the rise of ‘Brontëmania’: 
www.tinyurl.com/3nx6sxf 
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