
From the Victorian Age to the Present

Insights 
into Literature

Giulia Lorenzoni - Beatrice Pellati
Tim Bacon - Guglielmo Corrado

• Culture, Society and Visual Arts
• Focus on English Language and Skills Practice 
• First and IELTS Materials

B

INCLASSE

CONTENUTI 

INTEGRATIVIE-BOOKLIBRO MISTO

Ambiente
educativo
Digitale

G
iu

lia
 L

o
re

n
zo

n
i,



 

Modalità di accesso alle risorse digitali 

su deascuola.it, per studenti e docenti.

Per lo studente:

1  Registrati a deascuola.it come studente, inserendo tutti i dati 
richiesti e seguendo la procedura indicata 

2  Una volta registrato, inserisci il CODICE stampato qui sotto per: 

• attivare l’eBook, seguendo la procedura spiegata nella doppia 
pagina che segue

• fruire dei contenuti digitali integrativi

3  In seguito potrai entrare nella tua pagina personale, inserendo 
email e password (il codice viene chiesto solo la prima volta). 

Per il docente:

1  Registrati a deascuola.it come docente, inserendo tutti i dati 
richiesti e seguendo la procedura indicata 

2  Una volta registrato, inserisci il CODICE stampato qui sotto per:

• attivare l’eBook, seguendo la procedura spiegata nella doppia 
pagina che segue 

• fruire dei contenuti digitali integrativi

• accedere a InClasse e/o ai portali tematici

• accedere ai servizi a te dedicati 

3  In seguito potrai entrare nella tua pagina personale, inserendo 
email e password (il codice viene chiesto solo la prima volta). 

 La registrazione su deascuola.it è unica per tutte le opere del 
catalogo DeA Scuola. 

 Se ti sei già registrato per utilizzare le risorse di altri volumi e 
corsi, non devi registrarti di nuovo.

 Utilizza l’email e la password con cui ti sei registrato la prima 
volta e inserisci il CODICE dell’eBook e delle risorse digitali che 
vuoi attivare, riportato qui sotto.

  Questo codice sarà attivo dall’inizio 
dell’anno scolastico 2015/2016



STRUMENTI
E SERVIZI

RISORSE
DIGITALI

LIBRO
MISTO

eBook
Fruibile online e offline, integrato 

con tutte le risorse e i servizi

Libro digitale sfogliabile (PDF)
Testo del libro misto in formato elettronico

InClasse
Piattaforma di e-learning per 

l’insegnamento personalizzato

Portali tematici
Aree online per aggiornarsi, 

preparare lezioni, 
contattare autori ed esperti

Estensioni multimediali
Risorse digitali offline 

su Pen Drive, Cd/Dvd Rom 

App
Frasari linguistici, dizionari, 

letture in italiano e in lingua

Contenuti Digitali Integrativi
Esercizi, dimostrazioni, schemi, 

immagini, documenti 
collegati al libro misto

Libreria Digitale 
Archivio online dei libri digitali adottati

LIM
Risorse e suggerimenti per insegnare 
con la Lavagna Interattiva Multimediale

Formazione e assistenza
Corsi, eventi, seminari, 
assistenza online 
e sul territorio

Competenze
Risorse per organizzare 
la didattica per
competenze

Invalsi 
Esercizi per prepararsi 
alle prove nazionali

CLIL
Materiali per la didattica 
in lingua straniera

Minisiti di prodotto
Contenuti web 

collegati al libro misto 

Didattica inclusiva 
Strumenti per una 
didattica a misura dei 
singoli studenti (DSA-BES)

Insegnare, imparare, crescere

deascuola.it

Ambiente educativo Digitale

Insights into Literature B
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È facile. È multidevice.  
È online e offline!
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e intuitivo. Installa e apri l’App su tutti i tuoi device. 
Scarica gli eBook nella versione integrale, in 
quella base senza risorse multimediali (che potrai 
scegliere di scaricare quando ti servono), o a singoli 
capitoli e consultali quando e dove vuoi! 

È personalizzabile.  
È sincronizzabile.  
È sempre aggiornato!
Scrivi note, evidenzia, ritaglia. Studia con  
i contenuti creati per te: mappe interattive, 
presentazioni, video, esercizi e link a pagine  
web di approfondimento.  
Poi salva le personalizzazioni fatte da te  
e dall’insegnante una sola volta e le avrai 
disponibili su tutti i device che utilizzi di solito.  
Così l’eBook sarà ancora  
più tuo e sempre aggiornato  
su tutti i tuoi dispositivi!

Attiva il tuo eBook  
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Scegli carattere, spaziatura e sfondo della pagina 
più adatti a una lettura facilitata su computer  
o tablet.  
Ascolta i testi in formato audio, che per i corsi 
di lingue straniere sono letti da madrelingua. 
Una proposta efficace per uno studio sempre  
più avvincente! 

SCARICA L’APP  
di lettura bSmart  
e consulta il tuo eBook.

CLICCA SU “ATTIVA LIBRO”  

E INSERISCI IL CODICE  
che trovi sulla seconda di copertina 
del tuo libro.
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Studia con una marcia in più! 

È multimediale. È interattivo.  
È perfetto per la LIM!
Ogni eBook DeA Scuola ti propone tante risorse 
audio, video e interattive, sempre attinenti  
ai diversi argomenti. 
Usale per lo studio a casa, ma anche in classe, 
insieme ai tuoi compagni e ai tuoi insegnanti,  
con la LIM.   
La tua voglia di conoscere e sapere crescerà  
e ogni lezione diventerà più appassionante  
e coinvolgente che mai! 
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The age of industrialisation and progress, faith in middle-class 
values, the increasing gap between the rich and the poor.
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extended.
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of England.
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opens in London.
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Emperor of France.

1853-1856 

Crimean War: 

British, French and 

Turks against 

Russians.

1861-1865 

American Civil War.

1861 

Victor Emmanuel II 

king of a united 

Italy.

1869 

Suez Canal opens.

1870 

Education Act: 

education available to 

all children.

1876 
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declared empress  

of India.
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KEYWORDS

History and Society

◗	  A second wave of industrialisation, with the 
development of the locomotive, deeply changed 
britain. 

◗	  Many people moved from the countryside to cities 
to work in factories and live in overcrowded and 
unhealthy neighbourhoods. 

◗	  unregulated economic expansion widened the gap 
between the upper and the lower classes. 

◗	  during the Mid-victorian Period (1848-1870), the 
conditions of workers gradually improved thanks to 
reforms, but society remained divided in a rigid 
system of classes and sub-classes where 
bourgeois values were dominant. 

◗	  Contradictions exploded in the late victorian 
Period (1870-1901) when faith in progress gave 
way to increasing pessimism.

Literature and Culture

◗	   in response to change some intellectuals became 
champions of progress while others saw 
materialism as a threat to culture. 

◗	   The condition of the working class became the 
object of study and of a new genre, the ‘social 
problem’ novel, which aimed at creating public 
awareness about the effects of industrialisation.

◗	   novelists who wanted to show the struggle of the 
individual to assimilate to society preferred 
another literary form, the Bildungsroman. 

◗	   in the late victorian Period, fiction lost its didactic 
aim to gradually express fears and anxieties 
generated by darwinian theories about the 
possible degeneration and extinction of the human 
species. 

◗	   The introduction of mechanisation in the artistic 
process began to question the role of the artist 
and the value of beauty. 

 

industrialisation • urbanisation • utilitarianisM • iMperialisM • 
contradictions • sluMs • reforM • Middle-class values • 
industrial novel • realisM • didacticisM
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Hawthorne’s  
The Scarlet  

Letter  
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Herman  
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Charles  
dickens’s  
Hard Times  
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During viewing After viewing

1901

1865  
leo Tolstoy’s 
War and Peace 

1866 Fyodor 
dostoyevsky’s  
Crime and  

Punishment 

1861-1865    
American  
Civil War  

1876    
Queen victoria 
becomes 
empress of india  

1882    
Triple Alliance 
of Germany, 
italy and 
Austria begins  

1901  
Queen victoria 
dies

1871    
Trade 
unions 
legalised  

1877  
Zola’s L’assommoir 

Stéphane Mallarmé’s  
The Afternoon of a Faun 

1881  
Giovanni verga’s  
I Malavoglia 

1888 rudyard 
Kipling’s  
Plain Tales 

from the Hills  

1891  
oscar Wilde’s  
The Picture of 

Dorian Gray  

1886  
r.l. Stevenson’s 
The Strange Case of  

Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde  

1900  
joseph 
Conrad’s  
Lord Jim

1869   
Suez Canal 
opens  

1879 Thomas edison 
invents incandescent lamp

1863 Édouard Manet’s 
Le déjeuner sur l’herbe 

1876 richard Wagner’s 
four-opera cycle The Ring  

1888 vincent van 
Gogh’s Sunflowers  

1887 Gottlieb daimler invents 
the internal combustion engine

1876 Alexander Graham bell invents the telephone 
Thomas edison invents the phonograph

1883 in Chicago, the first 
skyscraper is built

1895 The lumière brothers 
develop the cinematograph
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History and Culture

Queen Victoria and Victorianism

This period takes its name from Queen 

victoria, who reigned from 1837 to 1901. not 
long after she came to the throne, her 
contemporaries started to define themselves as 
‘Victorians’ in a celebratory fashion. This age 
was one of economic expansion, social 

reform and cultural change for Britain. The 
first country to become industrialised, Britain 
emerged as the centre of the european and 
world economy. By 1890, its colonies 
extended over more than a quarter of the earth 
and its culture reflected an unprecedented 
sense of energy. The process of expansion did 
not come, however, without complications, so 
that the age presented numerous complexities 
and contradictions. Tories and Whigs 
alternated in leading reforms and their mutual 
political challenges greatly contributed to the 
growth of the country.

Three distinct phases

The Victorian Age is conventionally divided into 
three distinct phases. The early victorian 
period (1832-1848) was a time of intense 
industrialisation, economic depression and 
social conflict as well as of reforms. The Mid-
victorian period (1848-1870) witnessed 
increasing prosperity, rising standards of living 

and the establishment of middle-class values 
as the leading principles for the whole country. 
Finally, in the late victorian period (1870-
1901) the powerful contradictions of the era 
exploded, causing a decline in self-assurance. 
From the last decade of the century, it became 
fashionable among the intellectuals to despise 
whatever might be defined as ‘Victorian’. At the 
beginning of the 20th century, Modernists used 
the term as a synonym for old-fashioned, 
small-minded and bigoted.

Early Victorian Period (1832-1848): 

the Second Industrialisation

The effects of the First Industrial Revolution 
began to be felt thoroughly around 1830 when 
transformations in the landscape and the 
distribution of population had become a 
tangible reality. Britain’s agricultural production 
had been progressively mechanised and fuelled 
by coal. Iron and textiles were produced in an 
increasingly systematic way while transport and 
trade were made easier. In 1830, the first 
locomotive-operated line in the world had 
opened to connect Liverpool and Manchester. 
The railways, especially in the 1840s, became 
a synonym for Victorian achievements in 

transport, engineering and technology.

While in the 1820s economists still doubted 
that industry was the means to achieve the 
wealth of the nation, only a decade later 
machines allowed Britain to dominate world 
trade and commerce. 

Unregulated industrialisation

however, this unprecedented industrial and 

economic progress also had its downsides. 
Many people, including women and children, 
slaved away to support this system and their 
working conditions made them suffer illnesses 
and die at a very young age. While some 
Victorian thinkers proudly praised the fast-
paced expansion, others concentrated on how 
much Britain was losing in terms of human 
happiness while the traditional rhythms of life 
were being abandoned. The State did not have 
– or did not want to have – any precise role in 

Underline the reasons for 

Britain’s economic 

supremacy.

Highlight the key dates 

which identify the 

different phases of the 

Victorian Age.

Point out the negative 

effects of 

industrialisation.

In 1887, the golden 
Jubilee of Queen 

Victoria consecrated  
her image. 

4
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MAPPING

Use the highlighted 

information to describe 

the dynamics between 

industrialisation and 

progress in the Early 

Victorian Period.

Focus ON Reforms

In 1832, the Reform Act doubled the British electorate by extending the right to vote to a larger 
section of the middle class, thus increasing its influence in Parliament. however, sections of society 
were still excluded from active participation in politics so that further reform became necessary to 
smooth out the contradictions created by fast growth and unequal distribution of wealth. Thanks to 
two subsequent Reform Acts, in 1867 and 1884, some sections of the working classes were 
granted the vote in British politics as well, influencing Whig progressive policies. The first of William 
gladstone’s administrations (1868-1874) marked this drive for reform. Education, as a key factor in 
the improvement of society, was one of the first issues to be addressed. In 1870, the education act 
provided for mass education on a scale never seen before. In 1871, Trade Unions were legalised 
and soon became crucial to the betterment of the standard of living of the working class. The 1874 
factory act, which established a 56-hour working week, allowed labourers more spare time, which 
they spent in popular forms of entertainment as the middle classes did.

the process of industrialisation but sustained 
capitalists in their economic liberalism. 
however, while unregulated industrialisation 
created a rapid increase of wealth, it also 
widened the gap between the upper and the 
lower classes; without State intervention, it 
was the weakest section of society that suffered 
the worst consequences of economic 
depression. In 1846, to counterbalance this 
danger, the government abolished the Corn 
Laws, which had kept the price of bread high 
by imposing tariffs on imported grain. Other 
reforms met with some of the workers’ 
demands so that, when in 1848 Europe was 
shaken by a wave of uprisings, Britain avoided 
revolution.

Rapid industrialisation encouraged many people 
to move from the country to the city in search of 

jobs. Slums multiplied in city centres where 
services were not sufficient to the needs of the 
population. Overcrowding and poor sanitary 

conditions meant that diseases could spread 
easily. Individual safety was also put at risk by 
growing crime and the masses of the urban 
poor began to be perceived as a potential 
danger to the ruling classes and the existing 
order. The poor laws, a system of poor relief 
which had existed for centuries, was reformed 
with the creation of workhouses. however, this 
attempt at social reform soon became the object 
of criticism as an increasing number of women 
and children were declared destitute and, after 
being separated from their families, were forced 
to live in institutions almost like slaves. Poverty 
was seen in fact as an individual responsibility 
and a moral problem much like crime.

Cardiff Docks (1894) 
by Lionel Walden.
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Mid-Victorian Period (1848-1870):  

the Age of Improvement

The Great exhibition of 1851 was a symbol of 
the increasing prosperity, modernity and 
ambition that the nation experienced in what is 
generally defined as the Mid-Victorian Period. 
With its display of industrial and technological 
might, it showed the world Britain’s strength 

and sense of purpose. The country possessed 
coal and iron in abundance, its manufacturing 
was expanding and produced an extremely 
varied range of products and the British 
currency was strong and stable. This 
worldwide success was used by the British to 
justify the ways of the empire and they saw 
their role not only as world leaders but also as 
the bearers of progress and civilisation. Britain 
represented the triumph of Protestant ethics 
and capitalist values. Individualism and self-
reliance had enabled tradesmen and early 
industrialists to save money, invest and create 
greater wealth, consolidating the individual’s 
rights to freedom and property. 

This period also saw crucial intellectual and 
cultural developments. Three texts published 
in 1859 testify to the centrality of the individual 
in Victorian society and culture. Works such 
as Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species 
(N  eBook Expansions, ‘Evolution and 
Darwinism’), John stuart Mill’s On Liberty and 
Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help either deal explicitly 
with the individual or were used to justify 
individualism within the Victorian ‘natural order’ 
of society (N eBook Expansions, ‘Utilitarianism’).

A rigid division of social classes

The Victorian need to categorise, establish 
patterns and identify functions is also manifest 
in the rigid division of social classes. The new 
Britain that emerged in the years of 
industrialisation comprised three main sections: 
the upper, the middle and the working classes, 
the word ‘class’ gradually substituting terms 
such as ‘order’ or ‘estate’. The aristocracy and 
the gentry represented the ‘upper class’, whose 
way of life remained substantially unchanged 
throughout the 19th century. The middle class, 
traditionally composed of industrialists, 
manufacturers, professionals such as lawyers, 
doctors and bankers, experienced instead a 
great moment of change. This class expanded 

to include the offspring of the industrial and 
commercial bourgeoisie as well as small 
traders, office clerks and civil servants, who 
positioned themselves just below professionals, 
businessmen and important traders. Sub-
divisions were then created to distinguish 
further levels within each class but despite 
distinctions all different groups shared middle-
class values of industriousness, respectability 
and domesticity. The status of ‘gentleman’, 
the expression of middle-class respectability 
and aristocratic grandeur, became the most 
desirable condition for Victorian men.

Fiction and middle-class values

In the Victorian Age the novel was the dominant 
genre. While poetry remained concentrated on 
the individual mind and soul, the novel, with its 
neat structure of introduction, complication 

and resolution, was the form best suited to 
render the complexity of the age. Written by 
middle-class authors, the novel was aimed at a 
middle-class audience that could recognise 
itself and its values. The spread of literacy, the 
mechanisation of printing and the growth of 
circulating libraries made the book a mass 

product in an increasingly consumerist society. 
As commodities, Victorian novels were often 
serialised in instalments in periodicals and 

magazines. Episodes followed patterns that 
increased the readers’ appetite for the next 
adventure and kept the publication going. 
novels allowed individuals to learn about new 
things and new places. Therefore, Victorian 
novels are generally ambitious in their attempt 
to be exhaustive, and omniscient narrators 
skilfully guide readers through events and 
settings which are truthfully described in a 
realistic style. Many characters populate these 
novels and Victorian fiction touches on many 
themes: provincial life, religious belief, city 
squalor, the making and losing money. Despite 
this diversity, the distinction between good 
and evil, which live side by side in fiction as 
they exist in society, is never blurred and the 
moral message is unambiguous.

The ‘social problem’ novel

A form typical of the 19th century is that of the 
‘social problem’ novel, or ‘industrial’ novel, 
which developed between the late 1830s and 
the 1860s, peaking in the 1850s. This form 

Underline the works 

which expressed the 

Victorian concern with 

‘individualism’.

Point out the reasons for 

the success of the 

novel.

Point out the themes 

and objectives of the 

‘social problem’ novel.
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dealt with the hardships of the urban working 
classes, the exploitation and abuse of workers 
by unscrupulous employers, and the conditions 
of children in industrial centres. While studies 
such as The Condition of the Working Class in 

England (1845), carried out by the german 
social scientist friedrich engels (1820-1895), 
analytically described the effects of 
industrialisation on society, ‘social problem’ 
novels aimed at creating a debate around 
these themes (N  eBook Expansions, 
‘Industrialism: progress or decline?’). Writers 
aimed at alerting readers about the downside of 
industrialisation, confident that through their 
works they could encourage reform. however, 
they did not generally offer practical solutions in 
their texts, where sentimentalism often prevails.

Victorian novelists

elizabeth Gaskell (1810-1865) echoed the 
social conflict of the period in her novel Mary 

Barton: A Tale of Manchester Life (1848). 
however, while the work is sympathetic to the 
problems of the poor, her narrator dwells on 
the miserable conditions of starving working-
class families, maintaining a certain 
detachment and treating the uneducated 
working class as inferior. 

Charles Dickens, the most prolific and 
successful among the writers of the period, 
directed his attention to the life of poor children, 
exploiting the didactic potential of the 
Bildungsroman, a type of novel following the life 
of the protagonist from childhood to his/her 
growth into maturity. however, when dealing 
with the miseries of the workhouse system and 
its abuse of children in his novel Oliver Twist 
(1837), Dickens surrenders to sentimentalism 

and follows a moralistic narrative with a happy 
ending. In his powerful portraits of Victorian 
social tensions Dickens does not suggest any 
practical solutions and never questions the 

intrinsic good of middle-class values.  

The pattern of complication and restoration of 
order is exploited also in the works of Charlotte 

brontë. In her 1849 novel Shirley she depicts 
the privations of the English working classes 
and social unrest, but her most famous novel 
Jane Eyre (1847) analyses a different aspect of 
Victorian society: the oppressiveness of a 
patriarchal society where job opportunities for 
women were limited, along with their right to 
self-determination. The hostile treatment Brontë 
received from male reviewers anticipates the 
‘Woman Question’ that would become 
prominent in the following decades (N eBook 
Expansions, ‘The Woman Question’).

Point out the 

function of the 

Bildungsroman.

The great Exhibition of 
1851 at Crystal Palace 
in London.

An illustration  
by Frederick Pailthorpe  
for Dickens’s Oliver Twist.

MAPPING

Use the highlighted 

information to shortly 

describe how the 

Mid-Victorian novel 

was informed by 

middle-class values.
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Late Victorian Period (1870-1901): 

exploding contradictions

The conflicts and anxieties lurking behind the 
façade of prosperity began to manifest 
themselves in the last decades of the Victorian 
era. The final phase of the century was 
apparently one of peace and serenity. Yet a few 
symptoms began to show that the comfortable 
tranquillity offered by Victorian values was being 
threatened. In 1873 and 1874, severe 
economic depressions occurred showing 
once again how vulnerable a system based on 
free trade was. Increasing economic 
competition from abroad also lessened Victorian 
confidence. Britain’s supremacy was menaced 
by the economic expansion of the USA and 

Canada. In Europe, Germany was emerging as 
a great military power while Britain continued to 
remain relatively isolated from the affairs of the 
continent, fighting in only one major European 
war in Crimea (1853-1856) to maintain its 
colonial routes from the Mediterranean to India. 
Elsewhere, the British were involved in a series 
of minor conflicts all over the world to protect 
their possessions (> ‘The European powers in 
Africa’, p. 263). 

Political issues

On the home front, poverty still remained a 
major political issue in the 1880s and with it 
came a more organised labour movement, 
although the ideals of socialism seemed to 

remain the cause of radical intellectuals.  In the 
1880s, the so-called ‘Irish Question’ became 
a divisive issue, as some politicians began to 
support the idea of a form of independence, or 
home Rule, for Ireland. Despite the efforts 
made by the Prime Minister, William gladstone 
(1809-1898), the 1880-1890s witnessed a 
crisis between Britain and its closest colony, 
which was destined to remain unresolved for 
another four decades (> ‘Colonial Ireland’,  
p. 171). By the 1880s the so-called ‘Woman 

Question’ had come to the foreground, 
threatening the rigid norms that shaped 
Victorian lives. A growing number of women 
began to question the patriarchal society and 
the unfair treatment of women. Excluded from 
higher education and the political sphere, 
women became more active in their demand for 
rights, shocking those conservatives – male and 
female – who saw in this change a sign of the 
decline of a whole civilisation.

Late Victorian novel

Towards the end of the century the novel’s 
portrait of society became increasingly 
problematic. To varying degrees, the theory of 
evolution influenced the structure and 
organisation of the realist novel that, in some 
cases, began to follow an ‘evolutionist’ pattern. 
If coincidences were originally exploited to 
resolve the intricacies of the plot, the role of 
‘chance’ took on a ‘Darwinian’ tinge. The 
characters that at the end of the novel attain 
wealth or marry do not simply succeed in 
adjusting to the social environment but seem to 
be involved in a process of society’s ‘natural 

selection’. For example, Mary Ann (or Marian) 
Evans, better known by her pen name George 

eliot (1819-1880) makes the protagonist of her 
novel Middlemarch (1872) marry the ‘wrong 
man’ before marrying ‘the right man’, as though 
she was enacting the animal’s instinctive 
movement from the less to the more ‘evolved’ 
and therefore suitable match. In choosing to 
explore the relations between men and women, 
Eliot was responding to Darwin’s views on 
sexual selection as expounded in Descent of 

Man (1871). Issues such as descent, 
genealogy, mobility and the possibility of 
development and transformation became 
central to the novel of this period as part of a 
larger debate on the questions of race and 

Underline the main reasons 

for Britain’s decline.

Highlight the features of 

the late Victorian novel.

William gladstone 
(1809-1898).
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class. The development of individuals towards 
their middle-class fate, going from the hardships 
of childhood and youth to the improved 
circumstances of adulthood, began to be seen 
in the larger context of the inevitable progress 
of the human race and its predictability. The 
theme of individual destiny in a Darwinian 
world takes on a gloomier outlook in the novels 
of Thomas Hardy (1840-1928). Works such as 
Far from the Madding Crowd (1874), The 

Mayor of Casterbridge (1886), Tess of the 

D’Urbervilles (1891) and Jude the Obscure 
(1895) show characters who find it hard to 
adjust to the reality of a ruthless nature and a 
competitive world. Being less adaptable to a 
changing society, the protagonists of these 
novels fade and die by the end.

Victorian Gothic and detective novel

Different anxieties, such as the fear of disease, 
crime and death, and the secret recesses of 
the human soul began to surface in a new wave 
of Gothic novels such as robert louis 
Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll 

and Mr Hyde and Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of 

Dorian Gray. In this development of the gothic 
mode, the claustrophobic spaces of castles 

and dungeons are replaced by the intricacies of 

the inner city streets, with their narrow dark 

alleys populated by thieves, prostitutes and 

criminals. A more reassuring perspective on 

violence and wrongdoing was instead displayed 

in detective stories such as those by Sir 

Arthur Conan Doyle (1859-1930). This form 

became popular at the time along with crime 

novels. Yet, even though both forms had the 

same source of inspiration, detective novels did 

not dwell on sensationalism like crime novels. 

The end of the century also showed that 

something new was needed from the 

Victorian realist novel. 

The American-born writer Henry James 

(N eBook) defined some books of the time as 

“baggy monsters”, referring to their length and 

lack of a definite shape. On the other hand, he 

praised sensation novels for their display of ‘the 

mysteries that are at our own doors.’ James’s 

critical work and late novels testify to the late 

Victorian quest for a perfectly coherent form 

and exploration of the inner working of the 

self which paved the way for early modernist 

artistic experiments (N eBook Extra literary 

texts, You’re Too Delicious, My Own Pet!).

Highlight the 

features and function of  

Victorian Gothic fiction 

and the detective novel.

MAPPING

Use the highlighted 

information to list the 

main preoccupations 

expressed by late 

Victorian fiction.

Charge of the Light 

Cavalry Brigade, 25th 

Oct. 1854, under  

Major General the Earl  

of Cardigan  
by William Simpson.
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American Victorian literature

In the 19th century, while British fiction was 
widely read in the former colonies, American 
writers began to feel the need to adjust the 
genre to a culture which was beginning to show 
increasingly distinctive traits. In Henry James’s 
Portrait of a Lady (1880-1881), the ‘innocence’ 
and ‘naivety’ of the American protagonists is 
contrasted with the sophistication and corruption 
of the European characters. The novel therefore 
dramatises a cultural battle which was fought 
on both fronts. Writers heavily influenced one 
another as they could read novels while they 
were being serialised, and accusations of 
plagiarism were mutual. however, in general, 
the Americans resisted imitation as a sign of 
weakness and impoverishment of their own 
culture. new York became the centre of ‘Young 
America’ clubs, whose aim was to create a 

national literature. The standpoints of this 
cultural manoeuvre were the democratic nature 
of the country’s independence, its achievement 
of a superior form of civilised society and the 
Puritan belief that their community was the 
community of god. The individual author was 
seen as its representative and his almost 
prophetic voice should reach the entire world 
to make America a leading nation to be followed 
by others. If the British had a long tradition, the 

Americans exploited the absence of history for 

their own ends. 

Unlike the writers of long and encyclopaedic 

novels, American novelists could write original 

works that emphasised the sense of newness 

and discovery, as Herman Melville’s 

masterpiece Moby Dick (1851) shows. 

Influenced by the Calvinistic notions of 

predestination and the innate corruption of 

man, Melville tried to find his own answer to 

life’s experiences in nature, seeing the natural 

environment as a place of struggle for man, 

rather than one of harmony. 

Nathaniel Hawthorne represented instead a 

different facet of American culture: that infused 

with the spirit of Puritanism. In his writings, as 

his novel The Scarlet Letter (1850) shows, often 

defined as expressions of a ‘dark romanticism’, 

life is shown as constantly threatened by the 

presence of evil and sin. 

An absolutely original voice was that of the poet 

emily dickinson, whose attempt to come to 

terms with both the minutiae of life and its 

deepest truths often results in visionary quests. 

The experimental form and style in which her 

investigations are expressed can be taken as a 

symbol for a whole culture which was trying to 

become ‘new’.

Point out the distinctive 

features of American 

fiction.

Demi Moore as hester 
Prynne in the film 

 The Scarlet Letter 

(1995) directed 
 by Roland Joffé. 
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Aestheticism 

Aestheticism was a literary movement in late 
19th-century France and Britain which rejected 
the notion that all art should have a function or 
a social value. In Britain, the main theorist of 
this movement was Walter pater (1839-1894), 
a professor of Classics at Oxford. he argued 
that art should be free from any kind of 
commitment or adherence to realism and that 
the most important thing was to enjoy the 
exquisite sensations life brings, especially those 
stimulated by a work of art. The formula ‘art for 

art’s sake’ was borrowed from French artists 
who proclaimed the ‘uselessness’ of art, 
arguing that aesthetic invention was an act that 
did not need any ethical or philosophical 
purpose other than expressing and embodying 
beauty. In an age in which mechanisation had 
transformed the work of art into a commodity, 
almost depriving the artist of his/her authority 
over its production, poets such as Charles 
Baudelaire (1821-1867), Arthur Rimbaud 
(1854-1891), Paul Verlaine (1844-1896) and 
the novelist Karl huysmans (1848-1907) 
experimented with literature as well as with life, 
creating scandal and earning the epithet of 
‘decadent’. This word emphasised the sense 
of the decay experienced by a generation who 
felt and gave voice to a ‘sense of an ending’, 
a fin-de-siècle feeling of the disintegration of 
recognised values. Oscar Wilde’s The Picture 

of Dorian Gray (1891) could be taken as a guide 
through aesthetic and decadent ideas. The 
superficiality and idleness of his ‘dandies’, the 
emphasis on pure sensation and passivity 
seemed at the time to be an outcry against all 
those values the Victorians stood for.

Victorian poetry

Despite the formation of schools and 
movements, poetry in the Victorian age 
remained at the margins of literature. As the 
poet Matthew arnold (1822-1888) argued in 
his preface to Poems (1853), the times were 
too ‘confused’ to be reflected in verse. 
however, he proved himself in this difficult task 
as poetry was still considered the best form to 
pursue ‘the dialogue of the mind with the self’ 
tackling many problems of the period. The 
‘dramatic monologue’, a poem in which there 
is only one imaginary speaker addressing an 
imaginary audience, is certainly the most 

successful experiment with the poetic form. 
The innovation was to create powerful 
emotional tension by dissociating the writer 
from the speaking subject(s) of the poem. The 
role of the silent interlocutors and the way their 
attention is compelled were strengthened. Fine 
examples of this new form are Porphyria’s 

Lover (1836) and My Last Duchess (1842) by 
robert browning (1812-1889), where the 
psychology of narrators experiencing extreme 
emotions is explored. The dominant figure of 
the period, Lord Alfred Tennyson (1809-
1892), also experimented with this form in his 
Ulysses (1842). This poem also shows a 
preoccupation with death, which became one 
of the few constants in the varied reservoir of 
Victorian poetic subjects. In the 1850s, the 
artistic movement of the pre-raphaelite 
brotherhood (> p. 77) also influenced poetry. 
The fairy-tale poem Goblin Market, written by 
Christina Rossetti in 1862, reflects the Pre-
Raphaelite taste for fairies, forbidden fruits and 
endangered women. Later Victorian poetry 
began to include subjects such as the ‘new 
Woman’, socialism and empire. The lyrics that 
the Anglo-Irish poet W.b. Yeats began to write 
in the mid-1880s already showed the 
emergence of techniques that were later 
developed by Modernists.

Highlight the 

principles of 

Aestheticism and the 

ideas associated with 

decadence.

Portrait of David Lyon  
(c. 1825)  
by Thomas Lawrence.
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Victorian drama

Theatre remained one of the most important 

forms of entertainment  throughout the century. 

Yet drama did not witness great innovations  until 

the 1880s. The most important form of the 

period was  melodrama, which offered the 

middle class simple pleasure and escapism. 

Full of simplistic allegories, adventure and 

sensationalism, it  reinforced the middle-class 

illusion that society was neatly divided 

into  good people and unambiguous villains. 

Dramatists also tried to  address the social 

questions of the day by adapting industrial 

novels  for the stage. The emancipation of 

women became a subject of plays, too. 

Towards the end of the century, these themes 

were treated in an innovative and more complex 

way by the Irish playwright George bernard 
Shaw (1856-1950). Inspired by the norwegian 

dramatist henrik Ibsen (1828-1906), who wrote 

radically new tragedies of modern domestic life, 

Shaw brought on stage many lower-class 

characters and unconventional women, writing 

for his plays manifesto-like prefaces which were 

often censored. he criticised Victorian drama 
for its lack of foundation in reality and for its 
superficial treatment of the theme of class. 

Around the same time another Irishman, Oscar 

Wilde, made his triumphant entrance into the 
world of theatre. Unlike Shaw’s ‘social-
problem-plays’, Wilde’s comedies were perfect 
examples of well-made plays but his intentions 
were no less radical than Shaw’s. his plays 
were aimed at revealing the conflicts between 
appearance and reality in Victorian society. 
Maxims and paradoxes provoked the audience 
and they were aimed not simply at making 
them laugh, but at drawing their attention to the 
many inconsistencies of their behaviour. With 
their apparently absurd gestures, Wilde’s 
characters often curbed Victorian trust in the 
absoluteness of moral values. By emphasising 
the idle, non-productive and useless sides of 
their lives, Wilde’s dandies deeply subverted 
victorian ideals of productivity and 
respectability. The insistence on the gratification 
of the individual’s pleasures, inspired by 
Aestheticism, sounded to Victorian ears like the 
degeneration and inevitable end of an age.

Point out the reasons for 

the success of theatre.

MAPPING

Use the highlighted 

information to draw a 

chart showing the 

elements of  tradition 

and innovation in late 

Victorian literature.

An illustration  
of the interior  

of St James’s Theatre 
 in London (c. 1835,  
the year the theatre 

 was built)  
by John gregory Crace.
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Charlotte Brontë (1816-1855)
“Conventionality is not morality. Self-righteousness is not religion. To attack the first is not to assail 

the last.”

Charlotte Brontë was born in Thornton in a 
family of Irish descent who moved to haworth 
in 1820 when the father, an Anglican clergyman, 
was appointed rector of the parish church 
there. After her mother’s death, her aunt took 
care of Charlotte, her four sisters and brother. 
The children spent their childhood in this 
isolated village, roaming in the moors and 

inventing stories and imaginary lands.  In 
1824, Maria, Elizabeth, Charlotte and Emily 
were sent to Cowan Bridge Boarding School 
but were soon brought back home because of 
the terrible conditions in which they were forced 
to live and which Charlotte would later describe 
in Jane Eyre. Maria and Elizabeth’s death of 
consumption made the experience at Cowan 
Bridge even more traumatic for Charlotte.

In 1831, Charlotte was sent to Roe Head 

school to be educated; this time the school 
was an exclusive institution relatively close to 
home. After spending less than a year there, 
she went back to haworth to tutor her brother 
and sisters for a few years. In 1835, she 
returned to Roe head school as a teacher, 
where she remained until 1838 when she 
started to work as a governess, an experience 
which served as an inspiration for her writing.

In 1842, at the age of twenty-six, hoping to 
open a small school in haworth, Charlotte and 
Emily enrolled in a private institution in Brussels 
to complete their studies. however, the two 
had to come back shortly afterwards when their 
aunt Elizabeth died. Only Charlotte went back 
to Brussels, where she became romantically 

attached to the headmaster, a married man 
to whom she continued to write letters even 
after returning to England in 1844. The sisters’ 
project of founding a school did not prove 
successful but in 1846 Charlotte self-

published a collection of poems together 

with her sisters Anne and Emily under the 
pen names: Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell. Around 
that period Charlotte also completed her novel 
The Professor, which, rejected for publication 
for years, was printed only after her death in 
1857.  In 1847, Charlotte’s Jane Eyre, Anne’s 
Agnes Gray and Emily’s Wuthering Heights 
were published. Success came immediately to 
Charlotte, who then published Shirley (1849), a 
novel dealing with the effects of the Industrial 
Revolution, and Villette (1853). By the time 
these two works were published, Emily, Anne 
and Branwell were all dead and Charlotte was 
alone in haworth taking care of her aged father. 
In 1852, she accepted a marriage proposal 
which allowed her to remain at haworth. There 
Charlotte died of pneumonia three years later, 
while she was pregnant with her first child.

Patriarchy and the role of women in society 
was Charlotte Brontë’s main preoccupation, 
who made her heroines strong-willed, passionate 
characters who often defy conventions. At a 
time when children were expected to be 
obedient and women subservient, she 
portrayed young women who develop varying 
degrees of self-confidence and often refuse to 
comply with the middle-class pattern of 
marriage, birth and bringing up children.

1816 She was born in Thornton, Yorkshire, the third 
of six children. 

1820  her family moved to haworth, Yorkshire. 

1821  her mother died of cancer. 

1824  Charlotte was sent to a boarding school but 
was brought home after two of her sisters 
became ill and died.  

1831  She spent about a year at the exclusive Roe 
head boarding school where she returned a few 
years later as a teacher (1835‐1838).  

1839-

1841 

She worked as a governess in different 
Yorkshire families. 

1842-

1844 

She studied in Brussels.

1847 Jane Eyre was published. 

1849 Shirley was published. 

1853 Villette was published. 

1854 She married Arthur Bell nicholls. 

1855 She died while she was pregnant with her first child.
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Jane Eyre (1847)
When the novel was published, in 1847, it attracted much attention and soon became a commercial 

success. however, there were some reviewers who condemned it for its overt depictions of passion 
and rebellion, two notions which subverted the Victorian ideals of self-restraint and order. Others felt 
that the book was ‘un-Christian’ because it attacked certain aspects of religion and the Church in 
contemporary England. Jane Eyre is an ingenious mixture of fictional autobiography, 
Bildungsroman, love story and Gothic novel. It tells the story of its eponymous heroine, an orphan 
who faces adversities and is made stronger by her experiences until she eventually reaches self-
realisation and happiness. The thirty-eight chapters of the novel can be divided into three parts, each 
one presenting a pattern of conflict and partial resolution.

The first section covers Jane’s childhood, education and the many incidents which bring her into 
contact with figures important to her growth. In the second part, the readers follow Jane’s life as a 
governess at Thornfield hall, where she meets Mr Rochester and the two fall in love. She agrees to 
marry him, but when she finds out that he is already married to a lunatic woman, Bertha Mason, 
whom he keeps hidden from everybody, Jane flees from Thornfield hall. The last ten chapters of the 
novel concentrate on Jane’s life after she fled Thornfield, the events which lead to her return to Mr 
Rochester and their final marriage.

The novel was published as an autobiography that Currer Bell had allegedly received and edited. 
Thanks to this strategy, Jane is both a fully realised fictional character and, in many ways, a voice for 
the author. The novel is written in the first person and told from the viewpoint of her heroine, who 
often directly addresses the reader as part of the convention of the memoir. Events are reported in 

retrospect, which makes the narrator seem omniscient, but suspense is not missing as facts are 
not revealed until the point when Jane herself becomes aware of the information.

Themes and motifs

Love and passion are certainly the two thematic strands which keep the plot together. however, 
the happy union which serves as a conclusion to the novel is far from being traditional. Brontë 
focuses on aspects of Jane’s inner life which make her an unconventional woman who aspires to 
something different from the Victorian fairy tale of happy marriage into a good social class. neither 
rich nor beautiful, Jane’s most prominent features are her intelligence, strength and passion, which 
become guiding principles in her life. In front of Jane, other characters seem unable to dissimulate 
as if, by being true to herself, she could make others appear for what they are. Through her 
straightforwardness and honest behaviour, she unveils the hypocrisy of people and institutions 
who easily compromise.

Jane often finds it hard to relate to authority figures, assuming a position either of obedience or of 
rebellion. At the time of the publication of the novel, some people found the heroine’s defiance of 
patriarchy and disregard for conventions about gender roles disturbing. Throughout the novel, Jane 
demands to be treated as an independent human being, an individual with her own needs and 
talents who looks for self-realisation. Through Jane’s journey towards independence and 
assertiveness, Brontë shows how the Victorian spirit of self-reliance is not a male prerogative.

N eBook Expansions, ‘Intertextuality: from Jane Eyre to Wide Sargasso Sea’

The wild and desolate 
Yorkshire moors that 
surround haworth 
parsonage, where 
Charlotte grew up.
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After living for a while at gateshead, where she is mistreated and suffers psychological abuse from 
her aunt, the odious Mrs Reed, Jane is sent to Lowood, a school specifically meant for poor and 
orphaned children, where her rebellious nature is supposed to be tamed. The institution is a gloomy 
place, where girls live in mortifying conditions, wearing stern uniforms, eating poor food and following 
a strictly regimented daily schedule. This is Jane’s account of her second day, when she discovers 
other disquieting aspects of the school.

The next day commenced as before, getting up and dressing by rushlight;1 but this 

morning we were obliged to dispense with the ceremony of washing; the water in the 

pitchers2 was frozen. A change had taken place in the weather the preceding evening, and 

a keen3 north-east wind, whistling through the crevices4 of our bedroom windows all 

night long, had made us shiver in our beds, and turned the contents of the ewers5 to ice.

Before the long hour and a half of prayers and Bible-reading was over, I felt ready to 

perish with cold. Breakfast-time came at last, and this morning the porridge was not 

burnt; the quality was eatable, the quantity small. How small my portion seemed! I 

wished it had been doubled.

In the course of the day I was enrolled a member of the fourth class, and regular tasks 

and occupations were assigned me: hitherto,6 I had only been a spectator of the 

proceedings at Lowood; I was now to become an actor therein.7 At first, being little 

accustomed to learn by heart, the lessons appeared to me both long and difficult; the 

frequent change from task to task, too, bewildered8 me; and I was glad when, about 

three o’clock in the afternoon, Miss Smith put into my hands a border of muslin9 two 

yards long, together with needle, thimble,10 etc., and sent me to sit in a quiet corner of 

the schoolroom, with directions to hem11 the same. At that hour most of the others were 

sewing likewise; but one class still stood round Miss Scatcherd’s chair reading, and as 

all was quiet, the subject of their lessons could be heard, together with the manner in 

which each girl acquitted12 herself, and the animadversions13 or commendations of Miss 

Scatcherd on the performance. It was English history: among the readers I observed my 

acquaintance of the verandah: at the commencement of the lesson, her place had been 

at the top of the class, but for some error of pronunciation, or some inattention to stops, 

she was suddenly sent to the very bottom. Even in that obscure position, Miss Scatcherd 

continued to make her an object of constant notice: she was continually addressing to 

her such phrases as the following:

‘Burns’ (such it seems was her name: the girls here were all called by their surnames, as 

boys are elsewhere), ‘Burns, you are standing on the side of your shoe; turn your toes out 

immediately.’ ‘Burns, you poke14 your chin most unpleasantly; draw it in.’ ‘Burns, I insist 

on your holding your head up; I will not have you before me in that attitude,’ etc. etc.

A chapter having been read through twice, the books were closed and the girls examined. 

The lesson had comprised part of the reign of Charles I., and there were sundry15 

questions about tonnage and poundage and ship-money,16 which most of them appeared 

unable to answer; still, every little difficulty was solved instantly when it reached Burns: 

Life at Lowood

Charlotte Brontë
Jane Eyre (1847), Chapter 6
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 1 rushlight: candle.

 2 pitchers: containers 
for water.

 3 keen: sharp, 
penetrating.

 4 crevices: gaps.

 5 ewers: large jugs.

 6  hitherto: until now.

 7 therein: in that 
place.

 8 bewildered: 
confused.

 9 a border of muslin: 
a band  
of light cotton.

10 thimble: metal cap 
to protect fingers 
when sewing.

11 hem: sew the edge.

12 acquitted: 
behaved.

13 animadversions: 
critical remarks.

14 poke: stick out.

15 sundry: various.

16 tonnage … ship-

money: systems  
of measurement 
and tax payment.
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1
her memory seemed to have retained the 

substance of the whole lesson, and she was 

ready with answers on every point.

I kept expecting that Miss Scatcherd would 

praise her attention; but, instead of that, she 

suddenly cried out.

‘You dirty, disagreeable girl! you have never 

cleaned your nails this morning!’

Burns made no answer: I wondered at her 

silence. ‘Why,’ thought I, ‘does she not explain 

that she could neither clean her nails nor wash 

her face, as the water was frozen?’

My attention was now called off by Miss Smith 

desiring me to hold a skein17 of thread: while 

she was winding it. She talked to me from time 

to time, asking whether I had ever been at 

school before, whether I could mark, stitch, 

knit,18 etc.; till she dismissed19 me, I could not 

pursue my observations on Miss Scatcherd’s 

movements. When I returned to my seat, that 

lady was just delivering an order of which I did 

not catch the import;20 but Burns immediately 

left the class, and going into the small inner 

room where the books were kept, returned in 

half a minute, carrying in her hand a bundle of 

twigs21 tied together at one end. This ominous22 tool she presented to Miss Scatcherd 

with a respectful curtsey;23 then she quietly, and without being told, unloosed her 

pinafore,24 and the teacher instantly and sharply inflicted on her neck a dozen strokes 

with the bunch of twigs. Not a tear rose to Burns’ eye; and, while I paused from my 

sewing, because my fingers quivered25 at this spectacle with a sentiment of unavailing26 

and impotent anger, not a feature of her pensive face altered its ordinary expression.

‘Hardened27 girl!’ exclaimed Miss Scatcherd, ‘nothing can correct you of your slatternly28 

habits: carry the rod29 away.’

Burns obeyed: I looked at her narrowly as she emerged from the book-closet;30 she was 

just putting back her handkerchief into her pocket, and the trace of a tear glistened31 on 

her thin cheek.

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

Two girls going 
to school.

17 skein: long piece.

18 mark, stitch, knit: 
actions related to 
sewing.

19 dismissed: sent 
away.

20 did not catch the 

import: did not 
understand.

21 twigs: small 
branches.

22 ominous: 
menacing.

23 curtsey: bending 
the knees, a sign  
of respect made  
by women.

24 pinafore:  
a sleeveless dress 
worn over  
other clothing.

25 quivered: trembled.

26 unavailing: 
ineffective.

27 hardened: 
irredeemable.

28 slatternly: messy.

29 rod: baton.

30 book-closet: small 
room where books 
are kept.

31 glistened: shone.
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◗	 COMPREHENSION

1 read the extract and find information about daily life 
at lowood. Focus on the following topics.

Daily schedule

Condition of the dormitories

Sanitary conditions

Food

School activities

Discipline

2 Focus on the episode which catches jane’s 
attention and complete the summary with the words 
from the list. 

twigs • impotent • sewing • punishment • Burns • 
class • lesson • replies • praise • remembers • 

reprimanded • teacher

While she is ..................... , Jane’s attention is caught 
by what is happening in Miss Scatcherd’s history 
class. ......................... , a girl Jane met earlier in the 
day, is sent to the bottom of the .......................... 
because of a mistake she has made. She is verbally 
abused by the ....................... until, towards the end 
of the .......................... , she shows how much she 
.......................... from what has been said in class. At 
her prompt ...................... , Jane expects the teacher 
to ....................... the girl, who is instead undeservedly 
....................... and sent away. When Burns comes 
back carrying a bunch of ............................ , Jane is 
shocked to see the teacher flog the girl with it. Feeling 
angry and .............................. , Jane watches the girl 
enduring her ....................... without shedding a tear.

◗	 ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION

3 read the extract again and answer the questions.

1 What do you think is the objective of regimentation 
and discipline at Lowood?

2 What do you think is the importance of Jane’s 
witnessing the flogging of Burns?  
Do you expect the episode to have an impact  
on Jane’s perception of Lowood?

3 In what way do you see Miss Scatcherd 
contravening simple codes of humanity and 
morality?

4 read the extract again and do the activities.

1 Define the language used in this extract, choosing 
from the following. Support your choices with 
references to the text and the features of the novel.

a £  emotionally charged

b £ precise and detailed

c £    unsentimental

d £   balanced

e £ passionate

2 What features of Jane’s personality can be inferred 
from her use of language? Choose from the 
following.

a £ impulsiveness

b £ weakness

c £  determination

d £ anger

e £ carelessness

f £ animosity

g £ straightforwardness

h £ balance

i £ pragmatism

INSIGHT

5 now complete the analysis with the words given below.

justice • pupils • language • abuse • prison • society

Jane’s account of her second day at Lowood is a grim tale of systematic neglect and 
…………………. . Besides the appalling conditions in which the …………………. are 
forced to live, the very people who should take care of the students reveal their ultimate 
moral aim by acting like …………………. warders. Institutions fail Jane and the other 
girls by treating them as a burden to …………………. . The precise, detailed and 
balanced …………………. used by the narrator reflects her fictional autobiographical 
style and conveys elements, such as Jane’s honesty and sense of …………………. , 
which become crucial throughout the novel.

Focus ON the text
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After spending eight years in Lowood (six as a student and two as a teacher), Jane decides to take 
up a ‘new servitude’ as governess at Thornfield hall, Mr Edward Rochester’s mansion. Mrs Fairfax, 
the housekeeper, has replied to her advertisement and offered her the position. Jane is in charge of 
the education of a young girl called Adèle, Mr Rochester’s ward. Jane likes the daily routine at 
Thornfield hall, where she feels respected as something more than a governess. But she still has a 
small feeling of discontent.

Anybody may blame me who likes, when I add further, that, now and then, when I took 

a walk by myself in the grounds; when I went down to the gates and looked through 

them along the road; or when, while Adèle played with her nurse, and Mrs. Fairfax 

made jellies in the storeroom, I climbed the three staircases, raised the trap-door of the 

attic, and having reached the leads,1 looked out afar2 over sequestered3 field and hill, and 

along dim4 sky-line – that then I longed for a power of vision which might overpass that 

limit; which might reach the busy world, towns, regions full of life I had heard of but 

never seen – that then I desired more of practical experience than I possessed; more of 

intercourse with my kind, of acquaintance with variety of character, than was here 

within my reach. I valued what was good in Mrs. Fairfax, and what was good in Adèle; 

but I believed in the existence of other and more vivid kinds of goodness, and what I 

believed in I wished to behold.5

Who blames me? Many, no doubt; and I shall be called discontented. I could not help 

it: the restlessness was in my nature; it agitated me to pain sometimes. Then my sole 

relief was to walk along the corridor of the third storey,6 backwards and forwards, safe 

in the silence and solitude of the spot, and allow my mind’s eye to dwell on7 whatever 

bright visions rose before it – and, certainly, they were many and glowing;8 to let my 

heart be heaved9 by the exultant movement, which, while it swelled it10 in trouble, 

expanded it with life; and, best of all, to open my inward ear to a tale that was never 

ended – a tale my imagination created, and narrated continuously; quickened11 with all 

of incident, life, fire, feeling, that I desired and had not in my actual existence.

It is in vain to say human beings ought to be satisfied with tranquillity: they must have 

action; and they will make it if they cannot find it. Millions are condemned to a stiller 

doom12 than mine, and millions are in silent revolt against their lot.13 Nobody knows 

how many rebellions besides political rebellions ferment in the masses of life which 

people14 earth. Women are supposed to be very calm generally: but women feel just as 

men feel; they need exercise for their faculties, and a field for their efforts, as much as 

their brothers do; they suffer from too rigid a restraint, too absolute a stagnation, 

precisely as men would suffer; and it is narrow-minded in their more privileged fellow-

creatures to say that they ought to confine themselves to making puddings and knitting 

stockings, to playing on the piano and embroidering15 bags. It is thoughtless to condemn 

them, or laugh at them, if they seek to do more or learn more than custom has 

pronounced necessary for their sex.

Out There in the World

Charlotte Brontë
Jane Eyre (1847), Chapter 12
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 1 the leads: the roof.

 2 afar: to a distance.

 3 sequestered: 
isolated and hidden.

 4 dim: difficult to see 
clearly.

 5 behold: observe.

 6 storey: floor.

 7 dwell on: stay with.

 8 glowing: bright.

 9 heaved: lifted up.

10 it swelled it:  
it expanded my 
heart.

11 quickened: excited.

12 stiller doom:  
a more restricted 
destiny.

13 lot: fate, destiny.

14 people: inhabit.

15 embroidering: 
adorning.

An illustration  
by Edmund henry garrett 
for Jane Eyre.
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◗	 COMPREHENSION

1 read the extract and answer the questions.

1 Where does Jane go when she feels restless?  
What does she do there? What does she desire?

2 how does Jane explain the cause of her 
restlessness?

3 What is her sole relief for her frustration?

4 What is expected from women?

5 Why are men more privileged?

◗	 ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION

2 read the extract again and answer the questions.

1 Jane’s growth depends much on her experience  
of life. Find evidence in the text that suggests her 
constant preoccupation with autonomy of action 
and judgment.

2 Why do you think that Jane expects to be blamed 
for what she thinks?

3 The last paragraph (ll. 22-33) has been read as  
a ‘proto-feminist’ manifesto. What might support 
this reading?

3 brontë’s descriptions of settings and characters  
are extremely vivid. Go back to the extract and do 
the activities.

1 Focus on the first paragraph (ll. 1-12) and underline 
words and phrases referring to the sense of sight. 
how would you relate these words to Jane’s 
position in the world? Choose from the following.

a £ Jane feels she is only a spectator of life.

b £ Jane loves observing the world.

c £ Jane hates the landscape at Thornfield.

2 In the second paragraph (ll. 13-21), underline the 
words and expressions associated with movement 
and action. Which of the following images might 
represent Jane? 

a £ a rebel in a war

b £ a bird in a cage

c £ a wounded animal

d £ a hunted ghost

3 Focus on the last part of the extract (ll. 22-33)  
and underline the expressions creating contrast 
between action and inaction, activity and passivity, 
freedom and confinement. Why do you think 
Brontë is trying to bring to the attention of the 
reader the existence of these oppositions? Choose 
from the following.

a £  To show that men are in fact stronger than 
women.

b £  To acknowledge the existence of these 
contrasting forces within human beings.

c £  To suggest that if women were freer, they 
would compete with men.

d £  To hint at the likeliness of a rebellion  
by women.

◗	 YOUR TURN

4 Today women are generally freer to decide the 
direction of their own lives. do you think there are 
still certain areas where women are not expected or 
entitled to behave as men do? Are there still gender 
roles that are barriers to women?

INSIGHT

5 now complete the analysis with the words given below.

society • rebellion • women • autonomy • prison • restless

Through vivid language and images, Brontë gives voice to Jane’s desire to gain 
............................ . Once she has accepted her ‘new servitude’, Jane’s urge to 
experience the world makes her ............................ . Thornfield becomes almost a 
............................ from which she longs to escape. She reflects that a restrained life 
can only lead to people’s ............................ , regardless of their gender. Like men, 
............................ must be given the chance to freely express their needs and 
interests beyond the domestic duties that according to conventions are their sole 
responsibility. As a ‘proto-feminist’, Jane rejects the notion of gender roles and refuses 
to have ............................ make any choice for her.

Focus ON the text
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Jane Eyre

(UK, 2011)

Synopsis
The latest adaptation of Charlotte Brontë’s 
novel Jane Eyre starts in medias res, at a 
climactic moment in the story. In the film’s 
opening scene Jane flees desperately from 
Thornfield hall and runs across the stormy 
and wild moors. She is taken in and nursed 
back to health by a young clergyman and 
his two sisters. Then her earlier life unfolds 
in a series of short flashbacks that 
compress many pages into a few striking 
scenes and images. Through her memories, 
her miserable life with her nasty aunt and 
the oppression she suffers from at Lowood 
School are effectively portrayed. next, her 
life at Thornfield hall is reconstructed step 
by step: her arrival and first contact with the 
gothic atmosphere of the place and its 
secrets, her meeting with the talkative 
housekeeper, Mrs Fairfax, and her little 
French pupil, Adèle. After hearing a lot 
about him, she finally meets her employer, 
Mr Rochester, apparently cynical and wild 
but actually anguished and redeemable.

Many of the Romantic elements of the 
novel are skilfully represented in the film: 
Jane’s nightmares as a child, the mystery 
surrounding Mr Rochester, which makes 
him a sort of Byronic hero, and, in the 

house with its dark and gloomy 
atmosphere, the apparently unexplainable 
events Jane is involved in. Other 
outstanding Romantic features are Bertha 
Mason’s 
madness, the 
misty landscape  
and the intense 
passion which 
overwhelms the 
protagonists and 
cannot be 
crushed by Jane’s 
rationality. 

The Victorian 

themes in the text 
are depicted with 
equal conviction in 
the film: the 
conditions of 
orphans, the 
cruelty of boarding 
schools, Jane’s 
need for 
independence, the 
social class barrier 
and the happy 
ending.

1 After reading the review of the film and the introduction to Jane 

Eyre, try to guess the reason why the scriptwriter decided to 
organise the plot in a flashback form.

2 now watch the clip in which, after declaring that he is going  
to be married, Mr rochester pretends to send away jane from 
Thornfield Hall. He is actually in love with jane and wants  
to see her reaction. Then answer the following questions.

1 how does Jane describe her stay at Thornfield hall?

2 What strikes Jane most at the idea of leaving?

3 Why does Jane say that she has to leave?

4 Why can Jane not stay if Mr Rochester gets married?

5 how does Jane express her strong desire for  
self-determination?

6 What does Mr Rochester finally offer her?

Director: 

Cary Fukunaga

Script: 
Moira Buffini

Cast: 

Mia Wasikowska, 
Michael 
Fassbender, 
Judi Dench

Crossing over... Cinema



Charles Dickens (1812-1870)
“We forge the chains we wear in life.”

Charles Dickens grew up in a large family who, 
in 1817, had to move to Kent, near the naval 
docks, as Dickens’s father was a navy clerk. In 
Kent, Charles spent five years in a happy home. 
The situation dramatically changed when the 
family moved to London in 1822 because his 
father was sent to prison for debt. The family 
had to spend time in a workhouse, while 
Charles, who was then twelve, was sent to 
work in a boot-blacking warehouse. however, 
he was saved after a few months when his 
father inherited some money, but Charles never 
forgot this experience.

In 1827, Dickens started to work as a clerk in a 
solicitor’s office and then, one year later, he 
became a court reporter. After four years, he 
became a journalist and used this experience 
to begin to write pieces concerning London life, 
titled Sketches by Boz, for a magazine, and in 
1836 the first series of Sketches by Boz was 
published in the form of a book. The same year 
the first stories called The Posthumous Papers 

of the Pickwick Club were published and were 
very successful. Dickens also married Catherine 
hogarth, the daughter of a newspaper editor. 
They remained married for many years and had 
ten children before separating in 1858, when 
Dickens began a relationship with a young 
actress. Between 1838, when Oliver Twist was 
published, and 1858, when he began to tour 
giving public readings of his work, Dickens was 
a prolific writer. his serialised novels 

entertained a very large number of readers who 

could not wait for the next episode of the 
adventures of their fictional heroes. Besides 
giving extensive portraits of his protagonists, 
Dickens also introduced in his stories a large 
variety of memorable minor characters, 
individuals whose caricatured traits often enrich 
the psychological gallery that his novels 
represent. Featuring in many of Dickens’s novels, 
London itself seems to become a character 
explored in many of its most hidden facets.

Dickens was also famous for his social 

commitment and used the characters and 
situations in his stories to offer a sharp social 
commentary or overt criticism. Despite his 
attack on the hypocrisy and flaws of institutions 
which he saw betraying their original good 
intentions, however, he did not suggest any 
solutions to the problems he called attention to. 
his gaze remains essentially middle-class and 
most of his characters are portrayed as either 
inherently good or unambiguously bad. hardly 
ever do the protagonists of his Bildungsromane 
develop into different people, as they generally 
comply with a fate for which their social status 
seems to be mainly responsible. In the novels 
he wrote in the earlier phase of his literary 
production, the intricate plots are generally 
brought to a happy ending by improbable 
circumstances and a character who, like the 
deus-ex-machina of classical theatre, solves 
the situation. The novels he wrote after 1850 
show an increasingly grim view of life and have 
more ambiguous endings.

1812 he was born in Portsmouth, hampshire.

1822 his father was imprisoned for debt.

1824 he worked in a boot-blacking factory.

1827  he became a clerk in a solicitor’s office.

1828 he started to write court reports.

1832 he became a journalist.

1836 The first number of The Posthumous Papers  

of the Pickwick Club was published.

1839 The complete series of Sketches by Boz was 
published.

1838-

1857  

Most of his works were published, among which 
Oliver Twist (1838), Nicholas Nickelby (1838-
1839), David Copperfield (1849-1850), Bleak 

House (1852-1853), Hard Times (1854), Little 

Dorrit (1855-1857).

1844 he lived briefly in Italy.

1859-

1865  

A Tale of Two Cities (1859), Great Expectations 
(1860-1861), Our Mutual Friend (1864-1865) 
were published.

1870 he died, leaving The Mystery of Edwin Drood 
unfinished.
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