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Teaching notes 

How do we live our lives? 
Exploring Jane Eyre 
John Sentance-Davis 

On pp. 39–41 of the magazine, Sue Hemming offers a comprehensive overview of Charlotte Brontë's 
Jane Eyre and the characters she encounters in her journey to fulfilment. Here are some ideas of how 
to use Hemming’s article as a springboard for further exploration. 

Jane Eyre as a Victorian novel 
As you read the article, think about how Hemming's ideas fit in with your knowledge of the Victorian 
Age. Remember, don't simply agree with what is said; the use of critical opinions is most powerful 
when they are either evaluated or applied. 

Attitudes to women 
How do the novel and its heroine add to our understanding of the place of women in Victorian society? 

• Jane, effectively orphaned, is a symbol of an independent woman.  

• She must be educated, using Miss Temple as a model.  

• She must find work. Look at her advertising herself in order to do so. 

• She has emotions and imagination, seen especially in her drawings and her dreams. 

• She longs to escape. Look at the times she is by windows, often looking outside. 

• She must resist Rochester’s illegal and immoral offer of love, despite its attractions.  

• She must resist St. John’s cold offer of marriage, despite the security it would give her. 

• As Hemming’s article suggests, Brontë presents Jane most favourably when she is compared 
with the many other women in the novel, from Aunt Reed to St. John’s sisters. 

Attitudes to religion 
How far does Brontë go in reflecting changing Victorian views of religion and faith in God? 

• While Jane Eyre was written before Charles Darwin's On the Origin of Species (1859) was 
published, the idea of a safe universe controlled by an omnipotent God became increasingly 
questioned during the Victorian era.  

• Look back at Hemming's discussion of Jane and the novel’s religious characters.  To what 
extent are such characters presented unfavourably?  You might also think about the types of 
Christianity being reflected by the characters. For example, St. John Rivers might be 
considered a Calvinist, while Helen Burns seems to be an Evangelical protestant.   



 

2 

 

Philip Allan Publishers  © 2015 

• Consider the extent to which Jane is presented as either being limited by her strong sense of 
Christian duty, or as someone who grows to become a kind of Christian ideal. See the 
reference to the Victorian Web below for further information. 

Connections across texts  
It is interesting to compare Jane Eyre to later Victorian texts to reflect upon changing attitudes during 
the Victorian era. The examples below use Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the D'Urbervilles (1891): 

• Compare the ways in which attitudes to faith and religion are presented.  

• Hardy’s later novel demonstrates his increased cynicism about organised religion. Tess, for 
instance, comes into conflict with the parish priest over the burial of her illegitimate child. She 
performs her own, thoroughly illegal, rite. 

• The ironically named Angel marries her but rejects her once he knows she is not a virgin. This 
makes an interesting contrast with Jane’s rejection of Rochester’s ‘marriage’. We surely 
sympathise with Tess and feel Angel is wrong, despite his spiritual rectitude. 

• Later she visits Kingsbere church and finds the devil-like Alec lying on a tomb.  

• Famously, the novel ends with Tess symbolically laid out on Stonehenge’s altar stone.   

• Compare the ways in which the novels present women in love. 

• Consider what we learn of Jane in her rejection of St. John and her eventual redemptive 
acceptance of Rochester. Upon what terms are her dealings with men and what do they show 
of her attitude to love and her own sense of womanhood? 

• Compare Tess, Hardy's 'pure woman', and how this later heroine is caught between the flashy 
Alec and the more sober Angel. Is Tess more of a victim than Jane? What does this later 
representation tell you about love and femininity at the end of the Victorian Age?  

The writer’s methods 
As an alternative response to Sue Hemming's article, you could go the other way and choose one or 
more of the moments to which she refers for close analysis.  

Activity 1 
Explore how Mr Rochester is presented in the following passage, which is Jane’s first proper view of 
him. Make your own notes, or write up your own response, before reading my suggestions. 

‘Half reclined on a couch appeared Mr. Rochester, his foot supported by the cushion … I knew my 
traveller with his broad and jetty eyebrows; his square forehead, made squarer by the horizontal 
sweep of his black hair. I recognised his decisive nose, more remarkable for character than beauty; 
his full nostrils, denoting, I thought, choler; his grim mouth, chin, and jaw—yes, all three were very 
grim, and no mistake.  His shape, now divested of cloak, I perceived harmonised in squareness with 
his physiognomy: I suppose it was a good figure in the athletic sense of the term—broad chested and 
thin flanked, though neither tall nor graceful.’ 

Chapter 13 

Here are some suggestions: 

• Note the scrutiny she puts him under: knew, recognised, thought, perceived, suppose 
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• Note the slight hedging of opinion. Her feelings are not quite decided in every case: ‘suppose’ 
suggests that she is not quite sure, or a slightly superior tone not wishing to allow him all 
credit, and he is ‘half-reclined’. Similarly, he has ‘more … character than beauty’.  

• Consider Brontë’s use of adjectives. A list of them makes it clear that this man is not to be 
trifled with: ‘broad’ (twice), ‘square’, ‘squarer’, ‘horizontal’, ‘decisive’, ‘full’ and ‘grim’ (twice). 
Here are size, power and relentlessness in straight lines and determination; such qualities are 
emphasised by ‘squareness’ and ‘sweep’. 

• In ‘grim’ there is the familiar tone of the Gothic. The darkness of such an adjective is echoed 
by ‘jetty’, jet being a black stone. Doesn’t this word also make you think of something that juts 
or protrudes, like a jetty? It is perfect for eyebrows! 

• All the above fits nicely with ‘choler’, one of the medieval humours, denoting anger or ill-
temper. Jane’s love of the ‘science’ of physiognomy means that she reads this into his nostrils.  

And so, in a few lines, Brontë has told us virtually all we need to know about our Byronic hero’s 
character. We know his power, his arrogance, his temper, and we are also introduced to Jane’s rather 
grudging admiration of his physique and looks. 

Activity 2 
Now take Hemming's opinion of the last page of the novel and its ‘eulogy’ to St. John. She asks 
interesting questions about Jane's feelings for the man she spurned, considering that these are the 
last feelings expressed in the novel. Using any of the suggestions above, look closely at this last page 
and examine whether you do ‘reinterpret’ St. John; what is your opinion?  

Focus on the two paragraphs, beginning As to St John Rivers... . Look at the mass of adjectives, look 
at the capitalisations, look at the lists, the powerful superlatives and the unquestioning nouns. Does 
Brontë's language change in this section? How unusual is her almost Biblical text (and the Biblical 
comparisons) and the ecclesiastical structure to her sentences. Does Jane 'protest too much'? Or is 
this actually her breathing the hugest sigh of relief that she made the right decision? Here is the 
hyperbolic highlighting of how a man married God. Jane would never have tolerated such ignoring of 
her own power; the chapter began with ‘Reader, I married him’, the famous statement that she has 
Rochester firmly in her control. What an escape she has had. 

Or what do you think? 

A close analysis of a passage should provide you with the evidence to make your own informed 
decisions. And that is what the study of English literature is all about.  

Useful websites 
A variety of short academic articles and other pieces on Jane Eyre may be found on the Victorian 
Web. Those in the Religion section are particularly helpful.  

http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/bronte/cbronte/eyreov.html 

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2005/mar/25/classics.charlottebronte 

To find out more about the Brontës, why not visit the following site from the Brontë Society and the 
Brontë Prasonage Museum? 

http://www.bronte.org.uk/ 
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In 2009, Mills and Boon readers voted Mr Rochester the most romantic character in literature.  For 
some thoughts on why he is so popular, go to: 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/books/booknews/6328316/Romantic-heroes-heres-to-you-Mr-
Rochester.html 

This resource is part of THE ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by subject 
experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 


