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90 On Lies, Secrets, and Silence

She goes on to state that Emily Bronté is a greater poet than
Charlotte because “there is no ‘I in Wuthering Heights. There are
no governesses. There are no employers. There is love, but .:oﬁ the
love of men and women.” In short, and here [ would agree with her,
Wouthering Heights is mythic. The bond between Catherine and
Heathcliff is the archetypal bond between the split fragments of the
psyche, the masculine and feminine elements ripped m@m.; and .E:m.
ing for rcunion. But Jane Eyre is different from Wuthering Heights,
and not because Charlotte Bronté lodged her people in a world of
governesses and employers, of the love between men .m_:m WOTeEn.
Jane Eyre is not a novel in the Tolstoyan, the Flaubertian, even the
Hardyesque sense, Jane Eyre is a tale. .

The concern of the tale is not with social mores, though social
mores may occur among the risks and challenges encountered by :.S
protagonist. Neither is it an anatomy of the psyche, the fated chemis-
try of cosinic forces. It takes its place between the two: _uﬂ*.s\.nms the
realm of the given, that which is changeable by human activity, and
the realm of the fated, that which lies outside human control: be-
tween realismt and poetry, The world of the tale is above all a :<m_.m o.m
soul-making,” and when a novelist finds herself writing a wmmmu. it is
likely to be because she is moved by that vibration of experience
which underlies the social and political, though it constantly feeds
into both of these. ,

In her essay on Jane Eyre, critic Q. D). Leavis perceives the m:.ﬁﬂ $
theme as “. . . an exploration of how a woman comes to matunty in
the world of the writer's youth.”? T would suggest that a novel about
how a man “comes to maturity in the world of the writer’s youth”—
Portrait of the Artist, for example—would not be dismissed as lack-

writers, bear nonetheless the marks of her struggle with masculine ideas of what is im-
portant, appropriate, or valid {a struggle eloquently described in Ler speech cm?w:w the
London/National Seciety for Women's Sesvice, 1931, reprinted with Woolf's own
manuscript tevisions in The Pargiters, Mitchell Leaska, ed. {New York: Z%E..\wnmaax
Buoks, 1977]). So, in 1925, writing of Jane Eyre, the future author of To the Light-
house (1927}, A Reom of One’s Own (1920}, and Three Guineas (1938) was mZn. to
declare that “Charlotte Bronté docs not attempt to solve the problems of human life.
She is even unaware that such problems exist.” Woolf hesself still meets with similar
incomprehension today.

2Q. D. Leavis, Introduction to Jane Eyre (Baltimore: Penguin, 1666), p. 11.
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ing in range, or, in Woolf's words, a sense of “human problems.” |
would suggest further, that Charlotte Bronté is writing—not a
Bildungsroman—but the life story of a woman who is incapable of
saying I am Heatheliff (as the heroine of Emily’s novel does) because -
she feels so unalterably herself. Jane Eyre, mothesless and economi-
cally powerless, undergoes certain traditional female temptations,
and finds that each temptation presents itself along with an alterna-
tive—the image of a nurturing or principled or spirited worman on
whom she can model herself, or to whom she can look for support,

I

In Women and Madness Phyllis Chesler notes that “women are
motherless children in patriarchal society.” By this she means that
women have had neither power nor wealth to hand on to their
daughters; they have been dependent on men as children are on
women; and the most they can do is teach their daughters the tricks
of surviving in the patriarchy by pleasing, and attaching themselves
to, powerful or economically viable men:3 Even the heiress in nine-
teenth-century fiction is incomplete without a man; her wealth, like
Dorothea Brooke's or Isabel Archer’s, must be devoted to the support
of some masculine talent or dilettantism; economically the heiress is,
simply, a “good match” and marriage her only real profession. In
nineteenth-century England the poor and genteel woman had one
possible source of independence if she did not marry: the profession
of governess. But, as [ have suggested, Jane Eyre is not “always a gov-
erness.” She addresses us first as a literally motherless, and also fa-
therless child, under the guardianship of her aunt, Mrs. Reed, who
despises and oppresses her. The tale opens with images of coldness,
bleakness, banishment. Jane is seated behind the curtains in a

*A. R., 1978: Ground-breaking as Wemen and Madness {(1972) was in its docis-
mentation ofthe antiwoman bias of the psychoanalytic and psychotherapeutic profes-
sions, Chesler oversimplified, I believe, the mother-daughter relationship, perceiving
it as almost eatirely, if tragically, negative, To a large extent she resorts to “blaming
the mother” for the daughter's disadvantaged position iss patriarchy. The more we
learn of actual female history (to take but one example, of the history of black women)
the Iess we can generalize about the failure of mothers to eherish and inspirit daugh-
ters in a strong, female tradition.
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ST AT, Al olience

not act afraid of people, because it will make them dislike her-—an
odd aslant bit of counsel, yet Jane’s precocious courage is me to
respond. The next chapter finds Jane on her way to Lowood Insitu-
tion.,

v

Lowood is a charity school for the poor or orphaned genteel fe-
male destined to become a governess. It is a school for the poor con-
trolled by the rich, an all-female world presided over by the hollow,
Pharisaical male figure of Mr. Brocklehurst. He is the embodiment
of class and sexual double-standards and of the hypocrisy of the pow-
erful, using religion, charity, and morality to keep the poor in their
place and to repress and humiliate the young women over whom he
is set in charge. He is absolute ruler of this little world, However,
within it, and in spite of his sadistic public humiliation of her, Jane
finds two women unlike any she has ever met: the superintendent
Miss Temple, and the older student Helen Burns.

Miss Temple has no power in the world at large, or against Mz,
Brocklehurst's edicts; but she has great personal attractiveness, men-
tal and spiritual charm and strength. Unlike the Reeds, she is of
gentle birth yet not a snob; unlike Bessie she is not merely sympa-
thetic but admirable, She cannot change the institution she is hired
to administer but she does quietly try to make life more bearable for
its inmnates. She is maternal in 2 special sense: not simply sheltering
and protective, but encouraging of intellectual growth, Of her Jane
says later in the novel.

+ + - to her instruction, T owed the best part of my acquirements; her
friendship and society had been my continual solace; she had stood me
in the stead of mother, governess, and latterly, companion.

Helen Burns is strong of will, awkward and blundering in the
practical world yet intellectually and spiritually mature beyond her
years. Severe, mystical, convinced of the transitory and insignificant
nature of earthly life, she st} responds to Jane’s hunger for contact
with a humane and sisterly concern. She s consumptive, soon to
die, burning with an other-worldly intensity. Jane experiences

Jane Eyre: The Temptations of a Motherless Woman 95

Helen’s religious asceticism as something impossible for herself,
tinged with “an inexpressible sadness”; yet Helen gives her a glimpse
of female character without pettiness, mdvm»a:.m. or m&m.aﬁc%m:o:w
it is Helen who tells her,

“If ali the world hated you, and beljeved you wicked, while your own
conscience approved you, and absolved you from guilt, you would not
be without friends,”

Both Miss Temple’s self-respect and sympathy, and Helen’s tran.
scendent philosophical detachment, are needed by Jane after her
carly humiliation by M. Brocklehurst. For if at Gateshead Hall
Jane’s temptations were victimization and hysteria, at Loweod, after
her public ordeal, they are self-hatred and self-immolation,

Jane is acutely conscious of her need for love: she expresses it pas-
sionately to Helen Burns,

“

- - to gain some real affection from you, or Miss Temple, or any
other whom I truly love, T would witlingly submit to have the bone of
my arm broken, or to let 5 bull toss me, or to stand behind g kicking
horse, and let it dash its hoof at my chest—"

Her need for love is compounded with a female sense that love must
be purchased through suffering and self-sacrifice; the images that
come to her are images of willing submission to violence, of maso-
chism. Helen calms her, tells her she thinks “too much of the love of
human beings,” calls on her to think beyond this life to the reward
God has prepared for the innocent beyond the grave. Like Simone
Weil, like St. Teresa, like Héloise, Helen Burns substitutes 4 mascu.
line God for the love of earthly men (or women)}——a pattern followed
by certain gifted imaginative women in the Christian era.

The discipline of Lowood and the moral and intellectual force of
Helen and Miss Ternple combine to give the young Jane a sense of
her own worth and of ethical choice. Helen dies of consumption
with Jane in her arms held like “a little child”; Miss Temple later
marries an “excellent clergyman” and leaves Lowood. Thus Jane
loses her first real mothers. Yet her separation from these two women
enables Jane to move forward into a wider realm of experience.
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98 On Lies, Secrets, and Silence
— e, 4 olience

still unacceptable to many, and that in uttering them one lays one-
self open to blame and to entrenched resistance:

It is in vain to say human beings ought to be satisfied with tranquility:
they must have action; and they will make it if they cannot find it
Millions are condemned to a stiller doom than mine, and millions are
in silent revolt against their lot. Nobody knows how many rebellions
besides political rebellions ferment in the masses of ke which pecple
earth. Women are supposed to be very calm generally; but women feel
just as men feel; they néed exercise for their faculties, and a field for
their effarts as much as their brothers do; they suffer from too rigid a re-
straint, too absolute a stagnation, precisely as men would suffer; and it
is narrow-minded in their more privileged feliow-creatures to say that
they ought to confine themselves to making puddings and knitting
stockings, to playing on the piano and embroidering bags. It is thought-
less to condemn them, or laugh at them, if they seek to do more or
learn more than custom has pronounced necessary for their sex.

Immediately thereafter we are made to hear again the laugh of the
madwoman. I want to remind you of another mad wife who appears
in a novel of our own time—the woman Lynda in Doris Lessing’s
The Four-Gated City, who inhabits not the upper story but the
cellar, and with whom the heroine Martha (like Jane Eyre an em-
ployee and in love with her employer) finally goes to live, experienc-
ing her madness with her.

For Jane Eyre, the upper regions are not what Gaston Bachelard
calls in The Poetics of Space “the rationality of the roof” as opposed
to the unconscious and haunted world of the cellar. Or, the roof is
where Jane is visited by an expanding vision, but this vision, this illu-
mination, brings ker close tq the madwoman captive behind the
door. In Lessing’s novel the madwoman is herself a source of ilumi.
nation. Jane has no such contact with Bertha Rochester. Yet Jane’s
sense of herseif as a woman—_as equal to and with the same needs as
a man—is next-door to insanity in England in the 1840s. Jane never
feels herself to be going mad, but there is a madwoman in the house
who exists as her opposite, her image horribly distorted in a warped
niirror, athreat to her happiness. Just as her instinct for self-preserva-

4 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space {Boston; Beacon, 1967), pp. 1738,
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tion saves her from earlier temptations, so it must save her from
becoming this woman by curbing her imagination at the limits of
what is bearable for a powerless woman in the England of the 1840s.

VI

We see litile of Bertha Rochester; she is heard and sensed rather
than seen. Her presence is revealed by three acts when she escapes
into the inhabited part of the house. Two of these are acts of vielence
against men—the attempted burning of Mr. Rochester in his bed-
chamber, and the stabbing of her brother when he visits Thornfield.
The third act is the visit to Jane's bedroom on the night before her
wedding and the tearing of the wedding veil, the symbol of matri-
mony. (She does not, interestingly enough, attack Jane.) Only after
Bertha's existence is publicly revealed is Jane taken into the
madwoman’s chamber and sees again, waking, “that purple face—
those bloated features.” Bertha is described as big, corpulent, virile,
with a “grizzled mane” of hair like an animal’s; earlier Jane had seen
her as resembling “the foul CGerman spectre-—the Vampyr.” In all
this she is the antithesis of Jane, as Mr. Rochester points out:

“That is my wife,” said he. “Such is the sole conjugal embrace 1 am
ever 1o know—such are the endearments which are to solace my leisure
hours! And this is what ] wished to have” (laying his hand on my shoul-
der) “this young girl, who stands so grave and quiet at the mouth of
hell, looking collectedly at the garnbols of a demon . "

In his long account of the circumstances of his marriage to
Bertha-—a marriage arranged for financial reasons by his father, but
which he undertook for Bertha’s dark sensual beauty—Rochester
makes no pretense that he was not acting out of lust. Yet he repeat-
edly asserts her coarseness, “at once intemperate and unchaste,” as
the central fact of his loathing for her, Once she is pronounced mad,
he has her locked up, and goes forth on a life of sexual adventures,
one result of which has been the child Adéle, daughter of his French
mistress. Rochester’s story is part Byronic romance, but it is based on
a social and psychological reality: the nineteenth-century loose
woman might have sexual feelings, but the nineteenth-century wife
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bol of the matriarchal spirit and the “Great Mother of the night
sky.”s

I watched her come-—watched with the strangest anticipation; as
though some word of doom were to be written on her disc. She broke
forth as moon never yet burst from cloud: a hand fist penetrated the
sable folds and waved them away; then, not a moon, but a white
hurnan 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.” \

Her dream is profoundly, imperiously, archetypal. She is in danger,
as she was in the Red Room; but her own spiritual consciousness is
stronger in womanhood than it was in childhood; she is in touch
with the matriarchal aspect of her psyche which now warns and pro-
tects her against that which threatens her integrity, Bessie, Miss
Temple, Helen Bumns, even at moments the gentle housekeeper
Mis. Fairfax, have acted as mediators for her along the way she has
come thus far; even, it may be said, the terrible figure of Bertha has
come between Jane and a marriage which was not yet ripe, which
would have made her simply the dependent adjunct of Mr. Roch-
ester instead of his equal. Individual women have helped Jane Eyre
to the point of her severest trial; at that point she is in relation to the
Great Mother herself, On waking from this dream, she leaves
Thorntheld, with a few pieces of clothing and twenty shillings in her
purse, to set forth on foot to an unknown destination,

Jane’s rebellion against Rochester’s arrogance—for in pleading
with her to stay with him against the laws of her own integrity, he is
still arrogant—forces her to act on her own behalf even if it causes
him intense suffering, even though she still loves him. Like many
women in similar circumnstances, she feels that such an act of self-
preservation requires her to pay dearly. She goes out into the world
without a future, without money, without plans—a “poor, obscure,

¥ Erick Neumann, The Great Mother (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University,
1972}, PP 55-59.
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plain, and little” fgure of a woman, risking exposure to the ele-
ments, ostracism, starvation. By an act which one can read as a final
unconscious sacrificial gesture, she forgets her purse with its few
shillings in the stagecoach, and thus is absolutely destitute, forced to
beg for the leftovers a farmer’s wife is about to feed to her pig. In this
whole portion of the novel, in which Jane moves through the tand-
scape utterly alone, there is a strong counterpull between fernale self-
immolation—the temptation of passive suicide—and the will and
courage which are her survival tools.

She is literally saved from death by two sisters, Diana and Mary,
living in a parsonage with their brother, the clergyman St. John
Rivers. Diana and Mary bear the names of the pagan and Christian
aspects of the Great Goddess—Diana or Artemis, the Virgin hun-
tiess, and Mary the Virgin Mother. These women are unmarried
bluestockings; they delight in leaming; in their remote parsonage
they study German and read poetry aloud. They live as intellectual
equals with their brother; yet with Jane, in her illness and convales-
cence, they are maternally tender and sensitive. As time passes and
Jane recovers and begins to teach in the village school, Diana and
Mary become her friends; for the first time since the death of Helen
Bums she has an intellectually sympathetic companionship with
young women of her own age.

Once again, a man offers her marriage, St. John has been obsery-
ing her for his own purposes, and finding her “docile, diligent, disin-
terested, faithful, constant, and courageous; very gentle, and very
heroic” he invites her to accompany him as his fellow-missionary to
India, where he intends to live and die in the service of his God. He
needs a helpmate to work among Indian women; he offers her mar-
riage without love, a marriage of duty and service to a cause, The
cause is of course defined by him; it is the cause of patriarchal
religion: self-denying, stem, prideful, and ascetic. In a sense he
offers her the destiny of Milton’s Eve: “He for God only, she for God
in him.” What St. John offers Jane is perhaps the deepest lure for a
spiritual woman, that of adopting a man’s cause or career and mak-
ing it her own. For more than one woman, still today, the felt energy
of her own existence is still diffuse, the possibilities of her life vague;
the man who pressures to define it for her may be her most confusing
temptation. He will give shape to her search for meaning, her desire
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Bronté believes that human relations require something quite dif-
ferent: a transaction between people which is “without painful
shame or damping humiliation” and in which nobody is made into
an object for the use of anybody else.

In telling the tale of Jane Fyre, Charlotte Bronté was quite con-
scious, as she informed her publisher, that she was not telling a
moral tale. Jane is not bound by orthodoxy, though superficially she
is a creature of her time and place. As a child, she rejects the sa-
credness of adult anthority; as a woman, she insists on regulating her
conduct by the pulse of her own integrity. She will not live with
Rochester as his dependent mistress because she knows that rela-

tionship would become destructive to her; she would live unmarried’

with St. John as an independent co-worker; it is he who insists this
would be immoral. The beauty and depth of the novel lie in part in
its depiction of alternatives—to convention and traditional piety,

- yes, but also to social and cultural reflexes internalized within the
female psyche. In Jane Eyre, moreover, we find an alternative to the
stereotypical rivalry of women; we see women in real and supportive
relationship to each other, not simply as points on a triangle or as
temporary substitutes for men. Marriage is the completion of the life
of Jane Eyre, as it is for Miss Temple and Diana and Mary Rivers:
but for Jane at least it is marriage radically understood for its period,
in no sense merely a solution or g goal. It is not patriarchal marriage
in the sense of a marriage that stunts and diminishes the woinan; but
a continuation of this woman’s creation of herself

Caryatid: Two Columns (1973)

The short pieces under the title “Caryatid” were written as regular columns
for the American Poetry Review in January and June of 1973. The bombing
of Southeast Asia continued as an insistent fact of American life, punctuated
by actual or promised ceasefires, The repression of dissent in the United
‘States had already been initiated with the killing of black student demon-
strators at Jackson State University in Mississippi and white students at Kent
State in Chio, in 1970,

When the American Poetry Review, then a now periodical, invited me to
contribute a regular column on any topics 1 wished, T agreed to do so, think-
ing that it would give me a chance to say in print things which were taking
root in my mind, fo work through ideas ahout art and politics which con-
cerned me, and to reach 2 new audience with those jdeas. 1 contributed four
such cotumns, but early came to mistrust the “liberal” policy which could
accomodate my feminism, or occasional utterances by black writers, to a
predominantly white and sexist content, and a pervasive lack of purpose—
poetic or political, Over the next few years my differences with APR deep-
ened. They were to be sure no greater than my growing differences with the
masculine literary arena as a whole: its male solipsism, its frequent trivializa-
tion of literature, its pornographic celebrations of and rewards for phallic vi-
olence. But I learned something of value in writing for APR; that women's
words, even where they are not edited, can get flattened and detonated in g
context which is predeminantly masculine and misogynist, and that the at-
tempt to “reach” readers through such a context can be a form of self-dely-
sion. The words I wrote for APR have more meaning and cogency here in this
book than they could have possessed in the lukewarm flux of that periodical,

The emergence of a range of feminist journals, in which art, politics, and
criticism resonate off each other, has been the best hape for women of seeing
our words in relationship to the thought of others who believe in the integrity




