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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 

 Charlotte Bronte, Elizabeth Gaskell, and George Eliot struggled against conventions and 

endured criticism as authors.  Despite personal turmoil, each eventually civilized some of her 

rebelliousness, and in her life and writing embraced the symbol of conventional wisdom and 

lifestyle – marriage.  Tracking the evolution of a conventional social vision – the civilizing of 

powerful passions – in the life and major works of three renowned nineteenth-century British 

women writers is the subject of the following essays.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 

Mrs. Sarah Ellis, perhaps Victorian England’s foremost expositor of female manners and 

morals, directed middle-class women never to ask, “What shall I do to gratify myself or to be 

admired?”  Instead, she urged that they silently devote themselves to the good of others, since 

they were the “least engaged of any member of the household” (Gilbert and Gubar 24).  Ignoring 

the pervasiveness of such views, Charlotte Bronte, Elizabeth Gaskell and Mary Ann Evans 

determined to achieve intellectual independence by expressing themselves publicly through their 

writing.  

 Intelligent and educated, Bronte, Gaskell, and Evans believed, nevertheless, that they had 

to adopt a man’s name or write anonymously to pursue their ambitions and to be fairly judged as 

authors.  Elaine Showalter observes “Work, in the sense of self-development, was in direct 

conflict with the subordination and repression inherent in the feminine ideal.  The self-

centeredness implicit in the act of writing made this career an especially threatening one; it 

required an engagement with feeling and a cultivation of ego rather than its negation” (qtd. in 

Stone 135).  Additionally, stepping outside the private sphere into the public one threatened to 

stigmatize a woman’s reputation.  Yet, these three independent women chose to write despite 

their repressive surroundings and regardless of personal consequences. 

 Although committed to the vocation of authorship, none of the three considered herself a 

feminist.   Indeed, each questioned the effectiveness of organizations advocating for women’s 

issues.  Bronte never publicly embraced a single woman’s cause despite vigorously defending 

her own writing.   When asked to support passage of the Married Women’s Property Act, 

Gaskell reluctantly agreed, saying that she did not expect the legislation to do any good.  Eliot 

questioned women’s suffrage and encouraged her friends not to become involved with it.  In the 

books explored in this paper, Bronte’s Jane Eyre, Gaskell’s Mary Barton, and Eliot’s 

Middlemarch, the heroines, initially strong, independent, and brave, finally embrace the identical 

destiny – marriage.  By looking at letters and journals and other biographical detail, we can 

better understand why these authors did not grant their characters autonomy.  Passion and 
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ambition are evident throughout their private lives.  Yet, over time, each became increasingly 

aware of social conventions.  Thus, although communicating their personal passion in varying 

degrees through their work, in the end, each settled for a muted and socially acceptable middle 

ground for themselves and for their characters. 

Charlotte Bronte was brought up in a largely isolated household with her brother and two 

sisters.  With them, she wrote stories of passionate romance that helped fill the void she felt in an 

otherwise dull and unadventurous life.  Yet, Jane Eyre is a story of a deeply passionate character 

who subdues her feelings and marries an equally subdued Rochester, finding a life fulfilled and 

happy.  Indeed, despite a fundamental ambivalence, Bronte herself wished for marriage all her 

life.  When she finally married less than a year before she died, however, her happiness was, at 

best, equivocal.  Thus, it is an open question how Charlotte Bronte felt after civilizing her own 

passions in a conventional marriage. 

Elizabeth Gaskell married young and was encouraged by her husband to write.  Generally 

an independent woman, handling her money and traveling on her own, she was a clergyman’s 

wife and very aware of societal conventions.  This knowledge is reflected in the character Mary 

Barton.  Mary longs for something greater than factory work and even exhibits some freedom by 

saving Jem’s life; however, her passion for freedom is quelled as she settles for marriage and a 

conventional family life.  Gaskell may have longed to give Mary a life of greater independence, 

but she wrote of her settling down instead. 

Mary Ann Evans wanted to write for much of her life but began only tentatively, fearing 

the implications of that vocation for a woman.  After early successes as George Eliot, she wrote 

her masterpiece, Middlemarch, in which the main character Dorothea Brooke is a brilliant, yet 

disillusioned heroine.  Dorothea longs to fulfill her own vocation in life – to perform some large 

social good – but because of continuous frustrations, she marries instead.  Social pressure denies 

her the chance to live successfully on her own; she must live vicariously through a man and his 

work – unhappily with Casaubon, happily with Ladislaw.  Her own passionate ambitions 

squelched, she does adjust to being the wife of a statesman.  Because Eliot lived 23 years with a 

married man (George Henry Lewes), she was aware of the implications that choice brought.  

Dorothea’s marriage suggests the capitulation to societal expectations that her creator would also 

know.  Following Lewes’s death, Eliot married John Walter Cross in the last year of her life.  

Her happiness, like Bronte’s, is an open question. 
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All three novelists, Bronte, Gaskell, and Eliot, lived extraordinary lives.  Each struggled 

against conventions and with personal reservations, desiring greater freedom than was generally 

available to women at the time.  Each endured criticism.  Interestingly, despite personal turmoil, 

each eventually civilized some of her rebelliousness, and in her life and writing embraced the 

symbol of conventional wisdom and lifestyle – marriage.  Tracking the evolution of a 

conventional social vision – the civilizing of powerful passions – in the life and major works of 

three renowned nineteenth-century British women writers is the subject of the following essays.   
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CHAPTER 1 

 

CHARLOTTE BRONTE AND JANE EYRE 

 

 

 

 

Charlotte Bronte’s tombstone memorializes her as a wife and daughter:   

Adjoining Lie the Remains of 

CHARLOTTE, WIFE 

Of the 

Rev. Arthur Bell Nicholls, A.B., 

And Daughter of the Rev. P. Bronte, A.B., Incumbent 

Where are the praises for her literary accomplishments, for her defiance of convention to write 

for pleasure and as her chosen vocation?  Bronte struggled for autonomy as a largely isolated 

woman living with a tyrannical father and, later, within a brief marriage.  Her life and strong, but 

never guiltless, spirit are reflected throughout her works in the passion and fervor of her 

characters.  Her first novel, Jane Eyre, shows Bronte struggling with the issue of civilizing 

passion, her own as well as her characters’. 

Growing up on the moors, away from even the local rural community, Charlotte 

possessed little choice of company besides her immediate family, primarily her brother and two 

sisters.  She expressed struggling with confused feelings not only in her letters and journals but 

throughout her novels as well.  Charlotte wrote to lifelong friend Ellen Nussey: “[B]ut I am not 

like you.  If you knew my thoughts; the dreams that absorb me; and the fiery imagination that at 

times eats me up and makes me feel Society as it is, wretchedly insipid, you would pity and I 

dare say despise me” (Barker 37).  A few months later she wrote again to Ellen: “[T]hings that 

nobody else cares for enter into my mind and rankle there like venom.  I know these feelings are 

absurd and therefore I try to hide them but they only sting the deeper for concealment” (40).  

Less than a month later she wrote, “I don’t pride myself on these peculiarities, I strive to conceal 

and suppress them as much as I can, but they burst out sometimes and then those who see the 

explosion despise me and I hate myself for days afterwards” (40).   
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Bronte felt ashamed of her “fiery imagination” that at times threatened to spill out and 

reveal itself to a staunch society.  To avoid conflict between her passionate emotions and 

Victorian society’s rigidity, she and the other Bronte children reveled in the imaginary worlds of 

Angria and Gondal, where characters acted upon their wills and passionate natures.  Novelist 

Elizabeth Gaskell, Bronte’s first biographer, writes of Charlotte and her sisters: “Wild, strong 

hearts, and powerful minds, were hidden under an enforced propriety and regularity of demeanor 

and expression . . . ” (47).  Charlotte was in charge of the romances of Angria.  According to 

Phyllis Bentley, the stories the siblings invented express their suppressed desires and reveal, 

“Charlotte’s passionate interest in sex, Branwell’s passionate rebellion, [and] Emily’s passionate 

love of freedom” (33).  There were no overt questions of morality, no social codes, according to 

Weisser:  

Only pure passion and will thwarted or fulfilled, whereas in actual society, as Charlotte 

perceived it, passionate feeling was castigated, while moral restraint was not necessarily 

rewarded.  Conversely, the ‘strong will’, while clearly the only means for the uprooted 

individual to survive, had to be hidden behind the mask of feminine passivity at all costs. 

(58-59)   

This “feminine passivity” is evident in Jane Eyre.  Although Jane is intensely passionate, 

she conquers her will and marries Rochester.  Why did Bronte attempt to “suppress” these 

emotions, which threatened to overtake her?  When she first began writing, as she told critic, 

George Henry Lewes, she “restrained imagination, eschewed romance, [and] repressed 

excitement” (qtd. in Kucich 34).  When writing the preface to the second edition of Wuthering 

Heights, she gives the reader a glimpse at her soul, saying, “the creative gift owns something of 

which he is not always master – something that at times strangely wills and works for itself” 

(24).  In her journal we witness the struggle developing as she attempted to grasp her place as a 

woman carrying inexplicable feelings.  She writes of a gathering storm produced by the wind  

“ . . . that made the very house groan as if it could scarce bear this acceleration of impetus.  O it 

has wakened a feeling that I cannot satisfy – a thousand wishes rose at its call, which must die 

with me for they will never be fulfilled.  Now I should be agonized if I had not the dream to 

repose on.  Its existences, its forms its scenes do fill a little of the craving vacancy . . . ” (qtd. in 

Barker 41). 
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The Bronte siblings expressed themselves to each other in private, little considering the 

views of the outside world.  In the preface Charlotte wrote for Wuthering Heights after Emily 

died, she attempts to explain Emily’s excessive passion.  She says that in reading reviews of the 

novel, she “gained a definite notion of how it [Emily’s passion] appears to other people.” She 

concludes that anyone unfamiliar with the customs and scenes of Yorkshire, would be unable to 

understand Emily’s writing: 

Men and women, who, perhaps, naturally very calm, and with feelings moderate in 

degree, and little marked in kind, have been trained from their cradle to observe the 

utmost evenness of manner and guardedness of language, will hardly know what to make 

of the rough, strong utterance, the harshly manifested passions, the unbridled aversions, 

and headlong partialities of unlettered moorland hinds and rugged moorland squires, who 

have grown up untaught and unchecked, except by mentors as harsh as themselves. (21) 

Although Charlotte admired Emily’s writing and encouraged it, she worried that others would 

consider her family coarse, if not immoral, because of Wuthering Heights. 

This passion Bronte constantly wrote about and worried about angered her as she felt a 

“secret sense of inner superiority and frustrated capabilities, combined with a strong suspicion of 

persecution” (Weisser 56).  After she spent an hour with several ladies, attempting to “teach 

them the distinction between an article and a substantive,” she complained in her journal: 

Am I to spend all the best part of my life in this wretched bondage, forcibly suppressing 

my rage at the idleness, the apathy, and the hyperbolical and most asinine stupidity of 

these fat-headed oafs, and on compulsion assuming an air of kindness, patience and 

assiduity? (qtd. in Weisser 55) 

This rage centers upon the recognition that she did not conform to the roles prescribed for 

women.  She felt superior to women preoccupied with “curl-papers” for their hair or afternoon 

tea.  She wanted to write.  According to Weisser, she is “neither the type of Moral Femininity – 

passively self-denying, kind, pious and patient – nor successful in the role of the cold but socially 

adept Lady” (56).   

This “craving vacancy” (Barker 41) or the need for fulfillment caused her to begin to 

write.  Nancy Armstrong in Desire and Domestic Fiction explains that the Bronte sisters equated 

personal fulfillment with expressing their thoughts on paper.  She says, “They prepared 

themselves to be novelists the way other women supposedly prepared themselves to be wives 
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and mothers” (189).  Although Charlotte admired Jane Austen and read her novels, she felt 

unhappy with the focus on domestic issues exemplified in her work.  She says,  “What sees 

keenly, speaks aptly, moves flexibly, it suits her to study, but what throbs fast and full, though 

hidden, what the blood rushes through, what is the unseen seat of life and sentient target of death 

– this Miss Austen ignores” (qtd. in Armstrong 192).  Opposing Austen’s “polite behavior” 

Bronte created a new language for exploring the inexpressible desires of women, territory which 

Austen ignored. 

The desires she explored are taken directly from the struggles in her personal life.  The 

publishing of Jane Eyre produced criticism from some.  Yet the passionate character whose 

diminutive stature did not stop her from self-expression captivated many.  Jane defied the 

Victorian conventions of middle-class femininity as she spoke her mind and lived according to 

her own vision.  Indeed, Jane is not an angel by any standard.  She is an orphan, thin, sickly, and 

not liked by many in her young life, including her guardian and her cousins.  Despite this 

external reality, Weisser explains Bronte’s female characters in A ‘Craving Vacancy’:   

The innovative mysteriousness of a Charlotte Bronte heroine is that though there is so 

much more to her than meets the eye, in terms of her imaginative and emotional 

capacities, there is virtually no bodily self to speak of.  So often is she described as small, 

thin and plain, that the heroine seems about to disappear entirely, were it not for the 

enormous strength of her desire and imagination. (57) 

This “strength of her desire” sets Jane apart, and she exhibits Bronte’s own passion.   

For most middle-class women during this period, there was no viable alternative to 

marriage.  Charlotte’s decision to embrace writing muffled her true identity.  In the preface to 

Wuthering Heights she says, “We did not like to declare ourselves women, because – without at 

the time suspecting that our mode of writing and thinking was not what is called ‘feminine’ – we 

had a vague impression that authoresses are liable to be looked on with prejudice” (16).  Gaskell 

also writes, “I have said that Miss Bronte was especially anxious to be criticized as a writer, 

without relation to her sex as a woman” (292).  She longed to be judged on her ability alone, 

apart from simply being labeled a woman, and then quickly dismissed.   Lamenting her inability 

to create, Charlotte complained to Ellen, “I shall soon be 30 – and I have done nothing yet . . . I 

long to travel – to work to live a life of action . . . ” (Barker 126).   She desired to express herself 

but feared that her passionate self would not be accepted. 
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While Bronte never publicly embraced causes about the rights of women and did not 

consider herself a feminist, she obviously wanted to be taken seriously as an author without 

regard to gender.  She wrote to William Smith Williams in 1849, “To you I am neither Man nor 

Woman – I come before you as an Author only – it is the sole standard by which you have a right 

to judge me – the sole ground on which I accept your judgment” (qtd. in Barker 243).  A few 

months later, she wrote to George Henry Lewes with the same complaint: “I wish you did not 

think me a woman:  I wish all reviewers believed ‘Currer Bell’ to be a man – they would be more 

just to him.  You will – I know – keep measuring me by some standard of what you deem 

becoming to my sex – where I am not what you consider graceful – you will condemn me” 

(Barker 248).  Earlier, when Charlotte had written to Poet Laureate Robert Southey asking him 

for advice on her work, he praised her quality of writing, but cautioned her about becoming 

absorbed in an imaginary world:  

Literature cannot be the business of a woman’s life: and it ought not to be.  The more she 

is engaged in her proper duties, the less leisure will she have for it, even as an 

accomplishment and a recreation.  To these duties you have not yet been called, and 

when you are you will be less eager for celebrity.  You will then not seek in imagination 

for excitement, of which the vicissitudes of this life . . . will bring with them . . . (48) 

Gaskell wrote of the discrepancy in Charlotte’s life on becoming an author.  She suggests: 

Henceforward Charlotte Bronte’s existence becomes divided into two parallel currents – 

her life as Currer Bell, the author; her life as Charlotte Bronte, the woman.  There were 

separate duties belonging to each character – not opposing each other; not impossible, but 

difficult to be reconciled. (237-38) 

She continues to compare differences.  When a man becomes an author, it is simply a change of 

professions for him.  So, too, it should be for a woman.  When a woman adds the responsibility 

of writing to her already full domestic duties, she “must not hide her gift in a napkin; it was 

meant for the use and service of others” (238).  Gaskell believed that if a woman were blessed 

with the ability to write, then she must “labour to do what is not impossible” (238) and God 

would bless her endeavors.  Despite this optimism, Bronte’s constant struggle to achieve 

respectability as a woman in a “man’s profession” left her feeling isolated and vulnerable, 

longing to escape and to experience true freedom.    
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 Her isolation and vulnerability were further enhanced by her situation as a single woman. 

Although she had several marriage offers, none seemed promising.  She turned down her best 

friend’s brother, Henry Nussey, telling him that she thought she knew the ideal wife he was 

looking for and that she simply could not fulfill his expectations.  In an intense letter rejecting his 

proposal, she says of herself,  

As for me you do not know me, I am not the serious, grave, cool-headed individual you 

suppose – you would think me romantic and [eccentric – you would] say I was satirical 

and [severe – however I scorn] deceit and I will never for the sake of attaining the 

distinction of matrimony and escaping the stigma of an old maid take a worthy man 

whom I am conscious I cannot render happy. (Barker 62) 

Despite refusing Nussey, Charlotte did indeed worry about her single state.  She wrote to 

Ellen in a resigned tone, “I’m certainly doomed to be an old maid . . . never mind I made up my 

mind to that fate ever since I was twelve years old” (68).  In a letter to her friend Miss Wooler, 

she tries to convince herself of her position on marriage:  “I have already got to the point of 

considering that there is no more respectable character on this earth than an unmarried woman, 

who makes her own way through life quietly, perseveringly, without support of husband or 

brother” (qtd. in Gaskell 203).  She wrestled with this dilemma because of the option that 

singleness offered her – the dreaded life of the governess.  Writing again to Ellen, she says, “I 

am miserable when I allow myself to dwell on the necessity of spending my life as a Governess” 

(72).  As a governess, she felt the need to adapt a “painful,” “cold, rigid, apathetic exterior” 

(Gaskell 140), suppressing her own desires.   

Believing that she would live her life alone, she often wrote to Ellen about the 

possibilities of marriage and love: “Do not ever be over-persuaded to marry a man you can never 

respect – I do not say love . . . and as to intense passion, I am convinced that that is no desirable 

feeling” (Barker 75).  She felt that passion would soon fade, and most often leave the woman 

with a sense of unrequited emotions.  She wrote to Ellen again on the subject: “No young lady 

should fall in love till the offer has been made, accepted – the marriage ceremony performed and 

the first half year of wedded life has passed away – a woman may then begin to love, but with 

great precaution – very coolly – very moderately – very rationally” (83).  She is stepping away 

from the romance and passion she once wrote about for Angria.   
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Charlotte’s struggle revealed in her letters was actually an issue for many women.  Jenni 

Calder writes in Women and Marriage in Victorian Fiction that the insecurity of women 

regarding marriage was immense (19).  Money and marriage were inseparable, thus making the 

“vulnerability of women” and the “vulnerability of ownership” seemingly synonymous.  Because 

of this dependency, Charlotte’s “central female characters are not only required, in most cases, to 

earn their own livings, but are also extraordinarily isolated from family, friends, a known 

locality, or a corner of society in which they can feel at ease” (60).  Jane Eyre and Lucy Snowe 

in Villette not only have to support themselves, but often they drown in solitude.  These 

characters embody Charlotte’s own situation – self -dependent and alone.   

Bronte’s desires to love and be loved were often shrouded by the desire to be independent 

and treated equally as a woman.  She wished that women of the time would not sit idly by 

waiting for a husband to “rescue” them.  Writing to William Smith Williams of her aggravation 

with such women, she encourages him to trust his daughters to make “their way honorably 

through life” (Barker 241).   Advocating respectable work for women, she says, “Teachers may 

be hard-worked, ill-paid and despised – but the girl who stays at home doing nothing is worse off 

than the hardest-wrought and worst paid drudge of a school.”  “Families of daughters sitting 

waiting to be married, I have pitied them from my heart” (241).  She suggests that these women 

obtain a hobby on which to focus their energy so “idleness” (242) will no longer be a factor.  

Bronte’s desire is, “I wish all your daughters – I wish every woman in England had also a hope 

and motive” (242). 

As suggested above, Bronte’s most important female characters have to work. According 

to Beer, “this necessity looms so large as to affect her presentation of women as a whole” (86).  

Even Jane Eyre as a governess has some autonomy and freedom.  Despite Bronte’s own dislike 

of governessing, Jane seems to be content while teaching Adele.  This freedom liberates her to a 

certain degree.  Bronte speaks through Jane, declaring: 

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 embroidering bags.  It is thoughtless to condemn them, or laugh at them, if 
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they seek to do more or learn more than custom has pronounced necessary for their sex. 

(101) 

According to Terry Eagleton, whenever Bronte’s heroines dwell on equality, it is always 

“equality of power” and not a peaceful union that is ideal to them (Kucich 56). 

Because of the solitude Jane experiences at Thornfield, Calder conjectures, “Much of the 

passion in the experiences of Jane and Lucy arises from the fact that they want to love and be 

loved, but they cannot barter their emotions, not only because of their moral personalities but 

also because they are excluded from the market-place.  Although they despise the auction they 

both have a keen sense of how unsatisfactory their isolated positions are” (60).  Growing up with 

only her brother and sisters, in a house that was constantly facing death and the realities it 

brought, Charlotte “sought refuge in an imaginary world where foundlings turned out to be 

aristocrats, where irresistible Byronic males pursued or were pursued by passionately devoted 

maidens, and where the dead could be revived at the children’s will” (Stone 103).  Indeed, she 

got lost in her own drama as she fell in love with her professor in Brussels, Monsieur Heger.  

Although he was married, she attempted to contact him through letters after she had gone back to 

England.  He sounds disturbingly like Rochester.  She tells Ellen in a letter: “He is a man of 

power as to mind but very choleric & irritable in temperament – a little black, ugly being with a 

face that varies in expression, sometimes he borrows the lineaments of an insane Tom-cat – 

sometimes those of a delirious Hyena . . . he is very angry with me just at present . . . ” (102).  

These love stories she created whether on paper or in real life, counter the moderate and 

precautionary way she discusses with Ellen how a young lady should fall in love.  This incessant 

fantasy world brought an onslaught of creativity, which contrasted with an all too real isolation.   

The world of fiction where Bronte expressed her passionate feelings is teeming with 

desire.   Her own desire parallels Jane’s in how she deals with solitude, patriarchal forces, and 

finally Rochester.  “Jane is coping with contradictory forces.  She wants power, she wants to be 

active, she wants to experience the world in a positive and constructive fashion” (Calder 61).  

Both Rochester and St. John attempt to master her, yet she insists on her “independent will” (61).   

In the following few pages, I will explore Bronte’s portrayal of Jane and her passionate 

responses to situations around her.  Is this Bronte speaking through Jane as a woman crying for 

greater autonomy for her sex?  Why does independent Jane marry in the end?  Charlotte once 

wrote to Ellen, “It is an imbecility, which I reject with contempt, for women, who have neither 
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fortune nor beauty, to make marriage the principal object of their wishes and hopes, and the aim 

of all their actions…[they should] think of other things than wedlock” (qtd. in Gaskell 172).   Is 

Jane truly fulfilled in her marriage to Rochester? 

What is it that sets Jane Eyre apart from the other characters?  She is plainer than most.  

They are smarter.  She is alone – an orphan.  The passion that rages inside her sets her apart.  Yet 

that passion captures and enthralls the reader as Jane finds the strength within herself to become 

an independent woman.  Donald Stone in The Romantic Impulse in Victorian Fiction suggests, 

“Bronte’s protagonists have to fight for every meager scrap of the sustenance that their world 

delights in withholding from them” (99).  This fight reveals the passion and determination of 

Jane Eyre. 

In the opening pages of the novel, Jane pulls from an inner strength as she rebels against 

her cousin, John, and his mistreatment of her.  The question is even asked at the end of Chapter 1 

by one of the maids, “Did ever anybody see such a picture of passion!” (5).  Immediately Jane is 

accused of containing too much passion, which is obviously portrayed as a negative character 

trait.  Her punishment in the red-room is what is meant to be a civilization of Jane’s passions.  

This room, where Mr. Reed died, is described as “chill,” “silent,” and “solemn” (7), complete 

opposites of Jane’s temperament.  She is locked in the room for hours, until she passes out from 

fright.  This punishment haunts her the rest of her life; she always remembers it vividly as her 

deepest moment of despair.   

She comes to realize that her passionate responses are not acceptable.  Although just a 

child, this understanding marks the stage of her entrance into adulthood.  Jane describes herself 

by saying, “I was a discord in Gateshead Hall; I was like nobody there” (Bronte 9), a judgment 

of self like Bronte in the letter to Ellen Nussey saying, “I am not like you . . . .”  Jane clings to 

the belief of her own self hood, which according to Weisser is kept alive by “the sheer heat of 

her anger” (60).  When Mrs. Reed tells the children that Jane is “not worthy of notice,” Jane cries 

out, “They are not fit to associate with me” (Bronte 20).  Jane’s expression parallels Charlotte’s 

desires when she writes to Ellen, “I have some qualities that make me very miserable, some 

feelings that you can have no participation in . . . I don’t pride myself on these peculiarities.  I 

strive to conceal and suppress them as much as I can; but they burst out sometimes, and I hate 

myself for days afterwards” (40).  Since she saw these “peculiarities” as negative, Bronte 

attempted to civilize the passions in herself that threatened to engulf her. 
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Jane’s response to her treatment is to berate Mrs. Reed, “thrilled with ungovernable 

excitement” (Bronte 30).  This response to Mrs. Reed not only marks a change in the life of Jane, 

but is also a moment that Mrs. Reed will never forget.  Jane Eyre explains her triumph by saying, 

“Ere I had finished this reply, my soul began to expand, to exult, with the strangest sense of 

freedom, of triumph, I ever felt.  It seemed as if an invisible bond had burst, and that I had 

struggled out into unhoped-for liberty” (Bronte 30).  As she reaches inside of herself for strength, 

she exults in the liberty of her passion.  Although Jane wins the “battle,” she is still told by Mrs. 

Reed that “Children must be corrected for their faults…But you are passionate, Jane, that you 

must allow; and now return to the nursery – and lie down a little” (Bronte 30).  Despite her 

triumph of expression, she is told that her main fault or downfall is her passionate nature.  Bronte 

keeps Jane in check.  When Mrs. Reed leaves, she begins to feel guilty.  Jane thinks, “A child 

cannot quarrel with its elders, as I had done – cannot give its furious feelings uncontrolled play, 

as I had given mine – without experiencing afterwards the pang of remorse and the chill of 

reaction” (Bronte 31).  Jane realizes the mistake in her action and recognizes that such passionate 

feelings are wrong in a child. 

Because of her passionate nature, Jane is sent to Lowood, an educational institution under 

the rigid hand of Mr. Brocklehurst.  Sandra Gilbert, in her article “Jane Eyre and the Secrets of 

Furious Lovemaking,” discusses other women in Jane Eyre who, because they suppress their 

passion, either die or are dominated by a male figure.  Helen Burns, apparently an incredibly 

bright child, is scolded and subdued at Lowood until she is practically broken.  She fits the ideal 

role of Moral Femininity: she maintains a sense of calm while suffering.  Helen offers, “an 

alternative view to Jane, but it is a stance that is presented as highly problematic” (Weisser 60).  

She is not encouraged in her evident brilliance and her self-image is assailed mercilessly. 

She encourages Jane to accept punishment and misunderstanding by saying, “Would you 

not be happier if you tried to forget her [Mrs. Reed’s] severity, together with the passionate 

emotions it excited?  Life appears to me too short to be spent in nursing animosity, or registering 

wrongs” (Bronte 51).  Gilbert explains, “Opting for absolute repudiation of desire in the physical 

realm of the present, Helen consumes her own body (dying, indeed, of “consumption”) for the 

sake of a spiritual afterlife” (359).  Her passion is so limited by the rigidity of the teacher and the 

institution, that she chooses another life in place of her current condition.   
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Another example of repression at Lowood is Miss Temple, who bows under the presence 

of Mr. Brocklehurst, the patriarchal head of Lowood.  She is relatively powerless in his 

company, as she must adhere to the rules and social order that he has set up for the 

underprivileged girls.  Her passion is muted because she is able to help only a few of them. She 

is a picture of suppressed passion when Mr. Brocklehurst suggests that she cut off the girls’ hair.  

The narrator describes Miss Temple by saying, “she now gazed straight before her, and her face, 

naturally pale as marble, appeared to be assuming also the coldness and fixity of that material; 

especially her mouth, closed as if it would have required a sculptor’s chisel to open it, and her 

brow settled gradually into petrified severity” (Bronte 56). It is only when she enters into 

marriage and another patriarchal relationship that she escapes the rigidity of Lowood and 

Brocklehurst. 

 Helen and Miss Temple are models of behavior that offer an alternative to Jane’s 

passionate nature.  Weisser suggests that neither of these characters is ultimately effective since 

“Miss Temple’s power in the school community is very limited and Helen, though armed with a 

coherent vision of selfhood, is soon literally extinguished as an individual amidst the oppression 

and deprivation against which she struggles” (60).  Developing her own sense of self-discipline, 

Jane comes to understand how a lady must appear to others in order to be accepted in society.   

 Although Jane maintains the appearance of feminine calm, in the latter half of the novel, 

passion rages inside toward Rochester.  Armstrong in Desire and Domestic Fiction explains that 

the Brontes’ heroines usually desire the one man whom society forbids them to marry, thus 

“giving rise to the notion that social conventions are, in an essential way, opposed to individual 

desire” (193).  But it is Jane’s sexual empowerment that “allows emotion to overpower 

convention and become a value in its own right, blotting out all features of political person, 

place, and event” (197).  Kucich in Repression in Victorian Fiction suggests that desire is the 

result of expression and repression as parallel forces, which intensify emotional experiences.  He 

labels this a “Brontean formulation of desire” in which rage and sexuality are articulated through 

repression itself (38).  By suggesting that, “repression is often read as the sign of passion itself” 

(49), Kucich describes Bronte’s creation of a “turbulent kind of emotional experience” (51).   

It is with great trepidation that Jane must understand the predicament of Bertha, 

Rochester’s estranged and demented wife, who expressed her passions too fully and ended up 

confined and subdued.  The night before Rochester and Jane are to be married, Jane is visited by 
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the terrifying figure of Bertha.  Jane observes Bertha trying on her own wedding veil, wearing a 

long, white gown that resembles a wedding dress.  This image of course disturbs poor Jane as 

she describes Bertha to Rochester by saying, “Fearful and ghastly to me – oh, sir, I never saw a 

face like it!  It was a discolored face – it was a savage face.  I wish I could forget the roll of the 

red eyes and the fearful blackened inflation of the lineaments!” (269). 

 Bertha is the ultimate figure of passion.  Even though there is a history of madness 

within the family, Bertha Mason’s condition is hinted at as being too sexual and expressive for a 

proper, European woman.  After Jane and Rochester’s spoiled wedding day, Rochester explains 

Bertha’s character to Jane by saying that while he lived with her for four years, “her character 

ripened and developed with frightful rapidity; her vices sprang up fast and rank: they were so 

strong, only cruelty could check them, and I would not use cruelty.  What a pigmy intellect she 

had, and what giant propensities!” (Bronte 291).  He agonizes over his naiveté as he carefully 

explains to Jane his lust for Bertha: “I was not sure of the existence of one virtue in her nature: I 

had marked neither modesty nor benevolence, nor candour, nor refinement in her mind or 

manner – and, I married her: gross, groveling mole-eyed blockhead that I was!” (290).  

Rochester lusted after Bertha, and she encouraged him with her passion and “giant propensities” 

(291).  The result of her passion and sexuality served to warn women of the outcome if they 

followed the same path.  Valerie Beattie in “The mystery at Thornfield” sums up the argument 

“that it is Bertha’s licentiousness not her madness per se that is cause for revulsion” (495).   

 Jane realizes Bertha’s fate will be hers as well, if she bends to Rochester’s pleas for her to 

stay.  If she gives in to her passions and her own desires, she will be destroyed.  As she struggles 

with her feelings which “clamoured wildly” (302), she resolves, “I care for myself.  The more 

solitary, the more friendless, the more unsustained I am, the more I will respect myself.  I will 

keep the law given by God; sanctioned by man.  I will hold to the principles received by me 

when I was sane, and not mad – as I am now” (302).  Her resolve and determination to care for 

herself remain strong, and offer the reader a new definition of personhood in her, “I am going, 

sir” (303).   

Despite her love for Rochester and her intense desire to marry him, she flees Thornfield 

only to discover her long-lost cousins and a life of independence.  St. John, the fervent 

missionary, attempts to draw Jane into work alongside of him: “A missionary’s wife you must – 

shall be.  You shall be mine:  I claim you – not for my pleasure, but for my Sovreign’s service” 
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(384).  She objects to this “claim” on her as she did to the claims of her cousin John Reed, Mr. 

Brocklehurst, and Rochester.  Despite considering his offer as his manipulation ensues, she 

finally realizes that despite having her “unblighted self to turn to” in times of loneliness (389), as 

his wife, she would be “always restrained, and always checked – forced to keep the fire of my 

nature continually low, to compel it to burn inwardly and never utter a cry, though the 

imprisoned flame consumed vital after vital” (389).  This marriage would destroy her, as she 

would be forced to keep her true self always in check.  She claims, “[T]his would be 

unendurable” (389).  Bronte’s own refusal to marry Henry Nussey is equivalent to Jane’s 

experience, where she feels that the man is unaware of what he is asking for and will 

unknowingly cause misery for both parties.   

During St. John’s advances, Jane hears the voice of Rochester crying out, “Jane! Jane! 

Jane!” (401).  Calder explains that, “Jane is under extreme pressure from St. John Rivers to 

become the kind of woman that society would approve, to live a life where duty is pre-eminent, 

[and] to submerge her own personality” (60).  Just as she begins to collapse under the pressure of 

St. John’s forceful proposal, Jane draws from within herself and finds the strength to pursue the 

life she truly wants.  She cries in response to Rochester, “I am coming!” (401)  

Although Jane Austen’s protagonists view marriage as the ultimate preservative from 

want, Bronte’s Jane Eyre need not fall back on marriage for financial independence because 

Bronte provides her with a fortune.  Beer suggests that because Bronte’s “heroines do have a 

viable alternative to marriage, [it] makes their decision and their eagerness to marry more 

significant” (92).  Once Jane decides she will pledge a lifelong union to Rochester, she does so 

wholeheartedly with no reservations whatsoever.  It is obvious that Jane is Rochester’s superior 

in “morals, honesty, self-respect and even in worldly wisdom” (100), yet she chooses to remain 

with him despite these disparities.  Upon her return, she finds Rochester “tamed” in “frustrated 

helplessness” (Calder 60).  Jane seems to joyfully settle down and aid Rochester with his 

handicap, while living in a continual state of bliss.  Calder speaks for many feminist critics when 

she questions, “It is hard to believe that the passionate, inquisitive and ambitious Jane will rest 

content with ‘domestic endearments and household joys’, yet this, it is suggested, is what 

marriage brings her” (62). 

As stated earlier, Charlotte Bronte’s views on marriage were rather dark and hopeless.  

Gaskell writes, “As far as she could see, her life was ordained to be lonely, and she must subdue 
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her nature to her life, and, if possible, bring the two into harmony” (354).  Although she desired 

marriage at times, she resigned herself to a life of solitude.  She gave up hope of finding a man 

for herself, a man who could love her as she was, an unconventional woman.  However, Arthur 

Bell Nicholls, whom Gaskell described as “grave,” “reserved,” “conscientious,” and religious 

(370), proposed.  Despite Bronte’s initial refusal, because of her father’s objections, they married 

when she was thirty-eight.    

Beer states that of Bronte’s heroines, Lucy Snowe and Jane Eyre “have the most 

of Charlotte Bronte herself in them” (106).  Jane seems perfectly blissful in her marriage to 

Rochester.  She describes her ten years of marriage by saying: 

 I know what it is to live entirely for and with what I love best on earth.  I hold  

myself supremely blest – blest beyond what language can express; because I am  

my husbands’ life as fully as he is mine.  No woman was ever nearer to her mate  

than I am:  ever more absolutely bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh…To be  

together is for us to be at once as free as in solitude, as gay as in company…we  

are precisely suited in character – perfect concord is the result. (432) 

The marriage of Jane and Rochester is an ideal marriage according to Bronte, but her own 

marriage to Nicholls differed significantly.  Bronte was not passionately in love with Nicholls 

before marriage.  She wrote to Ellen, “I am engaged…I am still very calm, very inexpectant.  

What I taste of happiness is of the soberest order.  I trust to love my husband – I am grateful for 

his tender love to me . . . ” (Barker 384).  Gaskell portrays Bronte as utterly fulfilled in her 

marriage to Nicholls; Gaskell, herself, encouraged the union, and was responsible for the two of 

them meeting again after Bronte’s refusal.   

 It is difficult to gauge Bronte’s happiness in her marriage.  She seems to be content, yet 

there is occasionally a sense of resentment in her letters.  She wrote to Ellen, “It is a solemn and 

strange and perilous thing for a woman to become a wife” (388).  Perhaps marriage offered 

fulfillment, but her tone in her letters to Ellen reveals some of what Bronte struggled with after 

her marriage.  She wrote that she had not had a “spare moment” since the morning before she got 

married.  She says, “My time is not my own now; somebody else wants a good portion of it and 

says, ‘we must do so and so.’  We do so and so, accordingly; and it generally seems the right 

thing . . . ”(Gaskell 396).  Is this the longed for fulfillment to the “craving vacancy” she once 

desperately wrote about?  She wrote a few months later to Margaret Wooler, “My own life is 
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more occupied than it used to be:  I have not so much time for thinking:  I am obliged to be more 

practical, for my dear Arthur is very practical…”(393).  This practicality is certainly not the 

answer to the passionate daydreams of her Angrian love stories, or the intense love held between 

Jane and Rochester.  It is instead a realization that England is not Angria, Nicholls is not 

Rochester, and she is surely not Jane.  Bronte civilizes her passionate desires and settles for a 

conventional marriage.   

 While generally happy, there was some difficulty as Nicholls attempted to control 

Bronte’s letters.  Writing to Ellen she tells her that Arthur is looking over her shoulder 

threatening to censor her letters unless Ellen agrees to burn them once received and read.  

Charlotte relates of Nicholls’ attempt to stifle her creativity, “Arthur says such letters as mine 

never ought to be kept – they are dangerous as lucifer matches – so be sure to follow a 

recommendation he has just given ‘fire them’ – or ‘there will be no more’ such is his resolve” 

(394).  Ellen replied that she would agree to burn the letters, if he would not influence their 

content.  According to Ellen, Nicholls did not keep his promise, thus she did not keep hers 

(Bentley 119).  Bronte, the free spirit and passionate writer, was at last controlled by her husband 

and embarrassed to tell her best friend to burn her letters or she could write no more.  She did not 

begin any more novels after her marriage either.  She became pregnant at thirty-eight and her 

rapid decline in health due to consumption led to her death within nine months of marriage.   

 In her last few months, Bronte experienced life as a married woman, a position she 

consistently had both idealized and disparaged.  As an adolescent, she wrote of passionate 

characters who answered to no one and nothing except their own will.  Older she wrote Jane 

Eyre, the story of a passionate character civilized by a proper marriage to a tamed Byronic hero.  

Bronte also civilized her own passions.  She married, not out of passion and desire, but as a 

practical decision.  Her marriage evidenced her acceptance that passion must be muted to 

maintain social respectability.  Her heroines crave “recognition of their existence as individuals 

and of their rights” (Calder 67).  She achieved this goal.  Before her early death, Charlotte Bronte 

became highly renowned as a writer – and without regard to her sex. 
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ELIZABETH GASKELL AND MARY BARTON 

 

 

 

 

Elizabeth Gaskell once advised an ambitious young woman that “ . . . a good writer of 

fiction must have lived an active and sympathetic life . . .” (qtd. in Duthie 88). Living thus would 

help produce fiction with strength and vitality.  This vivacious wife and mother maintained her 

responsibility as a minister’s spouse, produced novels and short fiction, continually wrote letters, 

and entertained the literary elite.  Struggling to balance her hectic schedule, she questioned her 

role in both the private and public spheres.  She once wrote to her friend Eliza Fox: 

One thing is pretty clear, Women must give up living an artist’s life, if home duties are to 

be paramount . . . I am sure it is healthy for them to have the refuge of the hidden world 

of Art to shelter themselves in when too much pressed upon by daily small Lilliputian 

arrows of peddling cares . . . but the difficulty is where and when to make one set of 

duties subserve and give place to the other.  I have no doubt that the cultivation of each 

tends to keep the other in a healthy state . . . (qtd. in Duthie 178) 

Gaskell did not possess Bronte’s emotional intensity or the ability to explore her 

characters psychologically as did George Eliot, yet she maintains her individuality “in the way 

she records, quietly and steadily, the intimate relationship in ordinary life between work and 

home” (Calder 68).  The struggle to express herself through writing while maintaining Victorian 

conventions occasionally troubled her, as it did when she wrote her first novel, Mary Barton.   

 Barbara Weiss in “The Telling of Feminine Tales” suggests that though she was 

“assuredly not a feminist writer, no Victorian woman writer of major stature was more 

aggressively feminine than Gaskell” (277).  By embracing the life of wife and mother, Gaskell 

appears to represent the ideal of Victorian femininity.  She married clergyman William Gaskell 

before turning twenty-two and bore six children, four of whom survived.  Willingly she made 

them the center of her existence.  Domestic obligations defined her as a wife and mother, but she 

did not completely conform to the ideal Victorian image. 
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 William spent much time reading in his study or traveling to lecture.  Elizabeth’s hours 

were equally full, and she gave her husband as much time as she could.  Although she helped 

him by paying social calls on members of his congregation, she “wisely stipulated that she did it 

of her own free will, that no congregation should expect to control the time of the minister’s 

wife” (Hopkins 58).  She would assist William because she chose to, not because of obligation.   

When William discovered that she would not neglect her household duties for literary 

pursuits, he encouraged her to write.  Because she did everything well, he trusted her.  She had 

complete control over her own decisions, including spending, and she did not surrender her 

income to her husband.  It was hers.  This Victorian feminine behavior was most unusual.   The 

Gaskells were unconventional generally as a Unitarian family living in an Evangelical society.  

Elizabeth also enjoyed traveling and frequently did so without the companionship of her 

husband.  He was often busy and preferred to travel alone as well.  Despite these differences, 

their affection and loyalty to each other are evident throughout their correspondence (Ganz 36).  

Wanting to provide a place for her husband to retire, she bought him a country house as a 

surprise.  Her goal was to pay it off herself and only then tell him of her purchase.  She wrote to 

Charles Eliot Norton, “Mr. Gaskell is not to know till then . . .”(Chapple 90).  She never saw or 

defined herself as “the minister’s wife” according to Chapple in A Portrait in Letters.  Instead, 

she longed to travel so as to escape from Manchester and its problems, and to gain experience 

and inspiration for herself as a writer (108).  This independence reveals her strong character and 

displays her autonomy.   

 

 After her mother’s death when Gaskell was two, she was sent to live with her Aunt 

Lumb, where she was very happy.  Despite her general happiness, she was effectively rejected by 

her father, who remarried and had children of his own without asking her to come live with 

them. Felicia Bonaparte conjectures in The Gypsy-Bachelor of Manchester that as a child, 

Elizabeth displayed a violent temper and was at times “naughty and passionate” (27).  Mrs. 

Stevenson, her father’s second wife, wrote after one of her visits that Elizabeth’s conduct had 

been “very beautiful” and was very much improved after her last visit when her father had been 

“hurt or vexed about her” (qtd. in Bonaparte 27).  She often acted out because of the attention 

she could not obtain.  Her older brother John, who was in the Merchant Navy, assumed the role 

of a surrogate father, and carried on a correspondence that was filled with warmth and 
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encouragement.  He seems to have recognized a literary gift in his sister and encouraged her in 

pursuing it.  However, he was lost at sea either in late 1828 or early 1829.  Shortly thereafter in 

March of 1829, her father died of a stroke.  These deaths caused her to feel confused and 

“unconnected to the world” (Bonaparte 30).  By the time she was eighteen, “Gaskell had not only 

been unloved, rejected, exiled, and abandoned; she had lost nearly every person with whom she 

had a real connection” (31).  With these connections severed, she embraced the role of a wife 

and mother with serious commitment.  She threw her all into motherhood; her life revolved 

around the children.   

This constant dichotomy of public versus private life was an issue she struggled with for 

years.  In her biography of Charlotte Bronte, Gaskell records a letter from Bronte.  She asks of 

Gaskell: 

Do you, who have so many friends, - so large a circle of acquaintance, - find it easy, 

when you sit down to write, to isolate yourself from all those ties, and their sweet 

associations, so as to be your own woman, uninfluenced or swayed by the consciousness 

of how your work may affect other minds; what blame or what sympathy it may call 

forth?  Does no luminous cloud ever come between you and the severe Truth, as you 

know it in your own secret and clear-seeing soul?  In a word, are you never tempted to 

make your characters more amiable than the Life, by the inclination to assimilate your 

thoughts to the thoughts of those who always feel kindly, but sometimes fail to see justly?  

Don’t answer the question; it is not intended to be answered. (383) 

The larger question Bronte asks is whether Gaskell is able to differentiate her own thoughts from 

those around her, or if she is simply writing what others believe she ought to be thinking.  

Perhaps Bronte questions the women in Gaskell’s work, who, although they are independent and 

passionate to a degree, are also childlike or waiting to be married.  Although Gaskell’s women 

are at times dependent on others, she strongly supported education for women. 

 Gaskell was a very ambitious student at a young age and received a thorough education 

(Hopkins 32).  Encouraging her daughters to think for themselves, she was hopeful that they 

would look at all the facts before forming an opinion on any issue.  She encouraged her daughter, 

Meta, when exploring the possibility of becoming a nurse: “I have told Meta she may begin to 

prepare herself for entering upon a nurse’s life of devotion . . . I have taken great care not to 

damp her – and if she has purpose, I will help her” (qtd. in Rubenius 120). 



 22 

 Just as she supported her children, William Gaskell supported his wife as author.  In A 

Portrait of the Novelist, Ganz says that according to Elizabeth’s daughter, it was Mr. Gaskell 

who encouraged her to start writing, hoping that it would alleviate her deep sorrow following the 

death of their little boy, Willie, in 1845 (39).  With personal feelings of grief and depression, she 

began to write the tragic tale of the workman, John, in Mary Barton.   She wrote regarding the 

origin of Mary Barton, “I can remember now that the prevailing thought in my mind at the time 

when the tale was silently forming itself and impressing me with the force of a reality, was the 

seeming injustice of the inequalities of fortune” (qtd. in Ganz 40).   

Despite her education and her supportive family, Gaskell still struggled with the 

knowledge that she had other duties paramount for a wife and mother.  Stone suggests, “the 

creative imagination was often seen as a threat to religious beliefs and domestic responsibilities” 

(135).  Some critics have suggested that because of this attitude, she sought a “cloak” of “moral 

duty” in order to fully embrace her artistic endeavors (135).  Gaskell once said, “If Self is to be 

the end of exertions, these exertions are unholy” (qtd. in 142).  Certainly, her first novel, Mary 

Barton, deals with social problems of the day, and would, if necessary, have “alleviated some of 

the guilt the woman might have had at writing in the first place” (142).   

Also, Gaskell’s Unitarian background created a constant struggle between her desire to 

write and be creative and what Stone calls the “self-denying instincts” imposed by her religion 

(139).  Unitarians rejected mysticism, including the divinity of Christ and the doctrine of the 

Trinity.  They believed that Jesus was a great teacher, but not the Son of God.  According to 

Hughes, they were “Less concerned with the hereafter than the here and now, they worked hard 

to make certain that the best conditions prevailed for both individuals and societies to reach their 

full potential” (46).  Unitarian teachings include fear of the “presumptuousness of the will”(139) 

and may account for the centrality of reform and duty in her novels. 

 Like Charlotte Bronte and Mary Ann Evans, Elizabeth Gaskell opted not to use her real 

name in association with her novels because of the stigma often attached to a woman writer 

(Hopkins 90).  After consulting her publisher about the possibility of using a male pseudonym, 

she decided to publish her first novel anonymously (Weiss 277).  This hidden identity would 

keep her out of public scandal in Manchester as she was embracing ideas controversial among 

the powerful mill owners, as well as unconventional behavior as a woman writer.  The dilemma 
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she encountered maintaining her identity as a wife and a mother and then as an author is 

manifested in The Life of Charlotte Bronte, when she writes of Bronte, and in turn of herself:   

Henceforward Charlotte Bronte’s existence becomes divided into two parallel currents – 

her life as Currer Bell, the author; her life as Charlotte Bronte, the woman.  There were 

separate duties belonging to each character – not opposing each other; not impossible, but 

difficult to be reconciled.  When a man becomes an author, it is probably merely a change 

of employment to him…But no other can take up the quiet, regular duties of the daughter, 

the wife, or the mother, as well as she whom God has appointed to fill that particular 

place:  a woman’s principal work in life is hardly left to her own choice; nor can she drop 

the domestic charges devolving on her as an individual, for the exercise of the most 

splendid talents that were ever bestowed.  And yet she must not shrink from the extra 

responsibility implied by the very fact of her possessing such talents. (237-38) 

It is not evident if Gaskell ever reached a firm conclusion regarding the matter.  She wrote to 

Eliza about this dilemma, “I don’t think I can get nearer to a solution than you have done” (qtd. 

in Duthie 130).   

 Although Gaskell was an independent woman, she was reluctant to take action for the 

emancipation of women, and was no feminist; her advice to an aspiring woman writer was to 

focus first on household duties (Weiss 277).  She was wary of the difference the Married 

Women’s Property Act petition could make in 1856.  Even though she signed it, she objected 

that, “a husband can coax, wheedle, beat or tyrannize his wife out of something and no law 

whatever will help this that I see” (qtd. in Beer 35).  When she agreed to participate, she said, 

“Our sex is badly enough used and legislated against, there’s no doubt of that – so though I don’t 

see the definite end proposed by these petitions I’ll sign” (qtd. in Beer 35).  Despite her 

lamentations on the petition, she was often upset that girls could not take much initiative, but 

instead had to wait for marriage when a man gave them a chance.  She wished that women would 

recognize the possibilities of working on their own, at least until marriage.  Enid Duthie suggests 

that, “The role of instruction and study in the education of the Gaskell heroines is, indeed, not in 

doubt; it is to equip them for the business of living, but not to be a substitute for living” (120).   

 This “business of living” is evident as Gaskell voiced her opinion frequently and 

explicitly through her characters.  Most of her women characters do useful work in the home and 
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idle ladies, such as Mr. Carson’s daughters in Mary Barton, are treated with contempt (Rubenius 

123).  John Barton says of his daughter: 

I’d rather see her earning her bread by the sweat of her brow, as the Bible tells her she 

should do, ay, though she never got butter to her bread, than be like a do-nothing lady, 

worrying shopmen all morning, and screeching at her pianny all afternoon, and going to 

bed without having done a good turn to any one of God’s creatures but herself. (Gaskell 

44) 

Gaskell’s opinion is evident again when she describes Mrs. Carson as “indulging in the luxury of 

a headache.”  She explains the “headache” by saying:  

It was but the natural consequence of the state of mental and bodily idleness in which she 

was placed . . . It would have done her more good than all the ether and sal-volatile she 

was daily in the habit of swallowing, if she might have taken the work of one of her own 

housemaids for a week; made beds, rubbed tables, shaken carpets . . . . (254) 

She obviously feels that hard work is a necessary and healthy way of life for a woman, 

but what are her views on marriage?  She once wrote to her friend Charles Eliot Norton, “I think 

an unmarried life may be to the full as happy, in process of time but I think there is a time of trial 

to be gone through with women, who naturally yearn after children” (Chapple 79).  According to 

Duthie, “Gaskell herself believed that woman’s natural fulfillment lay in marriage and 

motherhood.  She had married young, and she seems to have expected her daughters to do the 

same” (121). 

Gaskell, married at twenty-two, viewed marriage as a natural progression in life. This is 

evident in Mary Barton in the relationship between Mary and Jem.  Also, Margaret and Will live 

“happily ever after.”  She even encouraged Charlotte Bronte to marry Mr. Nicholls and helped 

arrange their union.  Calder says in Women and Marriage in Victorian Fiction that in Gaskell’s 

work, “We see marriage in general and marriage in particular as features of a way of life 

connected with the basic realities of work and subsistence” (70).  Her young heroines “never 

seem concerned by the prospect that they may not marry” (Duthie 121).  Although Gaskell saw 

marriage as inevitable for a woman, she “is one of the few major Victorian writers who shows us 

marriage from a woman’s point of view as something other than an escape, a reinforcement of 

social status, or a utilitarian contract” (Calder 81).  Before Mary and Jem’s marriage, Mary takes 

charge and secures Jem’s acquittal for murder charges by her daring travels and independent 
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attitude.  Although marriage seems inevitable for Mary, she displays her autonomy before the 

trial where she saves the man she loves.  Mary Barton is indeed a passionate figure in her quest 

for happiness.  Yet this passion is more subdued, less socially radical, than is Jane Eyre’s.   

 Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre struck many readers as inappropriate, including Gaskell, 

who in Bronte’s biography wrote, “I do not deny for myself the existence of coarseness here and 

there in her works, otherwise so entirely noble.  I only ask those who read them to consider her 

life . . . ” (375).  The passionate young Jane was the antithesis of the proper Victorian child and 

gentlewoman, yet when older, she settled down to live a happily married life with Rochester.  

Although Gaskell understood passion, “she was as reticent on the subject of sexual passion as 

most Victorians” (Duthie 131).   

Victorian novelists had to write what could influence only for the good and remain 

acceptable in the family circle.  According to biographer A.B. Hopkins: “Forced to write with 

this limitation in view, they often became too highly selective, too prone to ignore or to treat 

vaguely the sordid, the vicious, the indecent.  This is especially true in regard to their 

management of sexual passion; they either blurred or distorted the picture” (325).  Gaskell was 

aware of the sufferings the Bronte sisters dealt with recorded in their passionate prose.  They 

were charged with coarseness and were thought to be male as no woman could ever “be so frank 

in depicting the feminine soul” (Hopkins 325).  Because of Gaskell’s position in society as a 

minister’s wife and respected lady, she understood the need to tame the passionate natures of her 

heroines, and she left full expression of their emotions to the reader’s imagination.   

Despite her subtlety on the subject, she still described Mary Barton as having remarkable 

beauty and a strong personality.  She has a passionate temperament and falls deeply in love with 

Jem Wilson.  Although she might not have been as passionate as Bronte, portraying Mary’s 

craving for independence as less forceful than Jane’s, Gaskell was capable of writing an 

emotionally charged character in Mary.  In the courtroom scene, Gaskell painted Mary as a 

young woman struggling with her intense emotions and feelings:   

Suddenly she was roused, she knew not how or by what.  She was conscious that all was 

real, that hundreds were looking at her, that true-sounding words were being extracted 

from her . . . Her face flashed scarlet, and then paler than before.  But in her dread of 

herself, with the tremendous secret imprisoned within her, she exerted every power she 

had to keep in the full understanding of what was going on . . .With all her faculties 
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preternaturally alive and sensitive, she heard the next question from the pert young 

barrister . . . . (389) 

Mary Barton openly declares her love for Jem in court at the trial scene, “contravening 

Victorian conventions for womanly behavior” (Duthie 131).  When asked which lover she 

favored, Carson or Wilson, she realizes:  “But now she might own her fault, but now she might 

even own her love.  Now, when the beloved stood thus, abhorred of men, there would be no 

feminine shame to stand between her and her avowal” (390 emphasis mine).  She realized she 

held her fate in her hands, that she could confess her love with no “feminine shame” and seize 

her future.  Rubenius comments that “Mary Barton is by far the most natural and realistic of her 

heroines, with the possible exception of Cynthia in Wives and Daughters” (116).  Mary’s display 

of passion and her declaration of love for Jem shocked some readers.  In February 1849, in the 

Prospective Review, the following passage reveals disapproval: 

Resulting from the false position in which she had placed herself towards Jem Wilson, as 

a sort of poetical consequent – is the unseemly rectification of it by her gratuitous 

declaration of love for him in the open court – a feeling which the circumstances of the 

time would rather have led her to suppress, and the unreserved display of which on such 

an occasion we regard as the worst conceived and least natural incident in the story. (qtd. 

in Rubenius 117) 

Because Gaskell was very sensitive to criticism, she does not return to this pattern for presenting 

love.  “None of her heroines after Mary Barton behave in such an ‘unmaidenly’ way.”  

Subsequent heroines “consider it necessary to conceal their love until the man has declared 

himself” (Rubenius 117-18).  Mary is indeed a passionate heroine, yet she is controlled in the 

end as she realizes her mistake in considering Carson, and instead recognizes her love for Jem.  

She is married and settles down, much like Jane with Rochester.   

 Gaskell’s moral lesson is obvious in Mary Barton.  After Mary tames her passion, she 

marries and lives happily ever after.  She shows some independence, but when she decides to 

marry, she submits to Jem as a woman who has learned her lesson.  We see what might have 

happened to Mary, if she had not tamed her passions, in the character of Esther, Mary’s fallen 

aunt.  Patricia Beer explains in Reader, I Married Him, that Gaskell tackles the subject of 

prostitution boldly, using the word prostitute, which Dickens had not even attempted.  She 

differentiated between what she saw as different types of fallen women: those who had been 
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seduced and those who had chosen prostitution as a way of life.  She also did not choose to 

glamorize the profession the way Bronte did when telling of Rochester and Celine (134-35).  

Indeed, Esther is described in her attempt to speak to John Barton as wearing “faded finery” in 

which she was unprotected from the storm, with a “gauze bonnet, once pink, now dirty white.”  

The “muslin gown” was soaking wet and the shawl wrapped around her hardly kept her warm 

(Gaskell 168).  Her “hacking cough,” “gin palaces” and the “dark wet street corners” leave the 

reader with a gloomy picture of Esther’s life (135).  Prostitution was a familiar problem to 

Gaskell.  According to a famous essay in the Westminster Review on prostitution in 1850, there 

were about 700 prostitutes in Manchester (Rubenius 182).   

 Mary Barton begins and ends with Esther’s story, making clear the importance of the 

issue.  When the reader is first introduced to her, Mary, Esther’s sister, is dealing with grief at 

her disappearance.  Wilson asks Barton if they have heard from her, and John proceeds to tell the 

story of how Esther left their home.  He describes her as a young beauty who worked in a 

factory.  Because she spent her money on clothes to compliment her beauty and stayed out late at 

night, John Barton told her, “Esther, I see what you’ll end at with your artificials, and your fly-

away veils, and stopping out when honest women are in their beds; you’ll be a street-walker, 

Esther, and then, don’t you go to think I’ll have you darken my door, though my wife is your 

sister” (43).  Even when Esther had been gone for quite a while, her influence over young Mary 

was strong: 

The sayings of her absent, her mysterious aunt Esther, had an unacknowledged influence 

over Mary.  She knew she was very pretty; the factory people as they poured from the 

mills, and in their freedom told the truth (whatever it might be) to every passer-by, had 

early let Mary into the secret of her beauty . . . So with this consciousness she had early 

determined that her beauty should make her a lady . . . the rank to which she firmly 

believed her lost Aunt Esther had arrived. (62)   

When Esther hears of Mary’s involvement with Harry Carson, she feels the need to intervene by 

first speaking to John and then to Jem.   

 When Esther first approaches John Barton, he rebuffs her and swears at her, before he 

even realizes who she is. Once she is taken to jail, Esther’s terror and intense concern are evident 

as she says: 
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He would not listen to me, and I wanted to warn him!  Oh, what shall I do to save Mary’s 

child?  What shall I do?  How can I keep her from being such a one as I am; such a 

wretched, loathsome creature!  She was listening just as I listened, and loving just as I 

loved, and the end will be just like my end.  How shall I save her?  She won’t hearken to 

warning, or heed it more than I did. (170) 

Gaskell’s moral lesson is quite obvious in Esther’s delirious cries.  If Mary continues in her 

flirtation with Carson, her passions unchecked, then she, too, will end up like Esther, drunk and 

hopeless on the streets.   Like Mary who had to civilize her passion to maintain society’s 

approval, Gaskell also had to remain civilized in her writing, careful not to write Mary as too 

independent.   

 After John’s incident with Esther, he repents of his treatment of her and attempts to make 

amends by searching for her on the street.  Even though she has not revealed to him the reason 

she tried to stop him, he begins to identify Mary with Esther:   

He often looked at Mary, and wished she were not so like her aunt, for the very bodily 

likeness seemed to suggest a possibility of a similar likeness in their fate; and he became 

suspicious and anxious about Mary’s conduct . . . [He] now began to wish Mary were 

married.  Then this terrible superstitious fear suggested by her likeness to Esther would 

be done away with. (172) 

During this time of his feeling dread and suspicion towards Mary, she is indeed flirting with 

Carson, and because she cannot lie to her father, she retreats into “obstinate silence” (172). 

 In this obstinacy, Jem finds her and confesses his love to her.  She refuses him, and it is 

only after he leaves that she immediately realizes her mistake and understands Carson’s 

treacherous nature.  She thinks, “What were these hollow vanities to her, now she had discovered 

the passionate secret of her soul?” (176).  Although this “passionate secret” is revealed in her 

own heart, Jem is unaware of her newfound love for him.  It is at this time that Esther is released 

from jail and seeks to talk to Jem about what she believes is still a problem between Carson and 

Mary.  In this meeting, Esther reveals to Jem where she has been the years she has been missing; 

“Gaskell adroitly packs into it as many extenuating circumstances as she can” (Beer 138).   

Esther warns Jem that he must “see after Mary, and take care she does not become like 

me.  As she is loving now, so did I love once . . . .” (209).  In this story Gaskell makes it evident 

that the picture Esther paints could be Mary, if she does not control her passion and realize her 
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mistakes.  She tells of loving a “handsome,” “kind” officer who took her with him when he was 

given orders, promising her marriage.  She reveals that she lived in three years of happiness, 

which according to Beer is peculiar as “seduced girls were supposed to have hated every minute 

of it” (138).  After this brief happiness, her lover is sent away from her and her child, to whom 

he gives fifty pounds.  This money, of course, does not last, especially when Esther’s daughter 

falls ill.  Desperately trying to seek food and medicine for her she “went out into the street, on a 

January night” (210).  She violently asks Jem, “Do you think God will punish me for that?”, her 

plea “almost amounting to insanity” (210). 

 Esther suggests that the life of a dressmaker or what Beer calls “drudgery” (138) could, in 

fact, lead to prostitution.  She tells Jem:  “I found our Mary went to learn dress-making, and I 

began to be frightened for her; for it’s a bad life for a girl to be out late at night in the streets, 

and, after many an hour of weary work, they’re ready to follow after any novelty that makes a 

little change” (Gaskell 212). 

Mary felt she was above the factory workers because she worked with beautiful fabrics 

producing lovely results.  Her passion for beauty and her desire to have money and gain prestige 

are variables that could lead to her fall.  Esther pleads with Jem, “I charge you with the care of 

her!  I suppose it would be murder to kill her, but it would be better for her to die than to live to 

lead such a life as I do” (212).  It seems as if there is no “safe” place for a woman to work.  

Although Gaskell did not openly blame the factory system for Esther’s downfall, “her fall from 

virtue is made possible only by the absence of all restraining authority that she enjoys”  

(Rubenius 148).  John Barton tells Wilson about Esther when she first went to work at the 

factory: “That’s the worst of factory work for girls.  They can earn so much when work is plenty, 

that they can maintain themselves anyhow.  My Mary shall never work in a factory, that I’m 

determined on” (Gaskell 43).   

Her father’s determination did not deter Mary from falling into a morally questionable 

situation.  Despite Esther’s warnings to John and Jem, it is Jem’s avowal of love that brings 

Mary to the realization that her flirtation with Carson is wrong and that his intentions are not 

honorable.  Esther’s warnings serve to set the murder plot into motion, where Mary rises to the 

occasion to attempt to save her father as well as the man she loves.  Although she saves Jem’s 

life, she metaphorically loses her own.  By confessing her love for Jem, she gives up her 

autonomy and steps into the conventional role of living for and through her husband.   
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Although Gaskell apparently lived happily with her family while maintaining a literary 

career, in her own imagination, she perhaps lived an independent existence, free to express 

herself despite criticism.  In a letter to Eliza Fox in 1854, she wrote, “Nature intended me for a 

gypsy-bachelor; that I am sure of.  Not an old maid for they are particular & fidgety, and tidy, 

and punctual, - but a gypsy-bachelor” (qtd. in Chapple 67).  Gaskell is partly speaking in jest, yet 

through her humor, she reveals a serious truth.  According to Bonaparte, “The difference 

between an ‘old maid’ and a ‘bachelor’ is metaphorically the difference between a female and a 

male,” but what makes this letter so astounding, is that it seems to negate everything Gaskell 

represented:   

A bachelor does not have a family.  A gypsy does not have a home.  Everything ‘Mrs. 

Gaskell’ created – her house, her husband, and her children, her connection to the 

community and her standing in the world – everything is done away with.  The image 

even changes her gender, for a bachelor is male. (Bonaparte 218) 

The passion she felt when writing Mary Barton is apparent as one reads this letter.  She 

longed to be fully independent and able to express herself fully as evidenced in the character of 

Mary Barton.  Just as Gaskell allows Mary to exhibit the heroine’s qualities as she rescues Jem 

from death, she still needs his protection when she falls ill with brain fever, a need that to 

Victorian novelists represented feminine delicacy (Beer 165).  Although there was some negative 

critical response because of Mary’s passionate nature that at times oversteps the bounds of 

convention, Gaskell seems to be aware to limit the passionate expression she allows Mary.  

When Jem recovers after being rescued by Mary, he seems anxious to stress her weakness 

saying, “‘Thou’rt not fit to be trusted home by thyself,’ said he, with fond exaggeration of her 

helplessness” (Gaskell 430).  In her own life Gaskell moved between fulfillment through 

conventional domestic duties as a married woman and as a freer, more passionate spirit in the 

role of gypsy-bachelor.  These character traits closely parallel those of Mary Barton, her first and 

greatest heroine.   
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 

GEORGE ELIOT AND MIDDLEMARCH 

 

 

 

Although Eliot is considered one of the greatest novelists to write in English, she initially 

struggled with the fear of taking up the vocation of writer.  Much like Bronte and Gaskell, Eliot 

was often afraid of the “imaginative energies that alternately sustained and gripped her” (Stone 

173).  Instead of suppressing her instincts, Eliot opted, like Gaskell, for a duty-oriented literature 

to justify her ambitions.  In expressing herself, she feared her over-active imagination.  She 

wrote to her mentor, Maria Lewis, “My imagination is an enemy that must be cast down ere I can 

enjoy peace or exhibit uniformity of character” (qtd. in Stone 177).  

The guilt she experienced at the thought of achieving success through her writing is 

apparent in a letter to Elizabeth Evans in March 1839: “I feel that my besetting sin is the one of 

all others most destroying, as it is the fruitful parent of them all, Ambition, a desire insatiable for 

the esteem of my fellow creatures” (qtd. in Bodenheimer 161).  She believed that ambition was a 

selfish emotion or an egotistic extravagance, certainly a desire contrary to what was supposed to 

be important for a young woman.  According to Bodenheimer in The Real Life of Mary Ann 

Evans, “[b]y separating her ambition from her achievement and transforming it into suffering, 

George Eliot could feminize and conceal it, both to her own satisfaction and for the benefit of her 

audiences and admirers” (163).  Even in her letters, this guilt or embarrassment over her desire 

for achievement and attention is evident (38).  This struggle reveals George Eliot’s battle with 

convention. She desired to express herself as a bright and independent woman, but because she 

lived an unconventional life, she instead wrote of characters who had civilized their passions. 

 

A product of her father’s second marriage, five-year old Mary Ann was sent off to 

school, where she searched for relationships to compensate for her family’s rejection.  The early 

withdrawal of her mother’s affection left her vulnerable and created a sense of abandonment that 

she struggled with most of her life.  Her mother, a cold woman, struggled with depression and 
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the demands of her family, often pushing Mary Ann away (Hughes 15).  At school, she buried 

herself in books, many of a religious nature.  At nineteen, she described her struggle: “When I 

was quite a little child I could not be satisfied with the things around me; I was constantly living 

in a world of my own creation, and was quite contented to have no companions that I might be 

left to my own musings and imagine scenes in which I was chief actress” (qtd. in Stone 177).  

Much like Bronte, she buried herself in a world of imagination to escape from the pain of 

isolation and longing.  She was also self-conscious about her plain or, as she called them, ugly 

looks.  Choosing to become an “expert on looking plain,” instead of embracing the ideal image, 

she wrote an essay titled “Affection and Conceit.”  She reproaches pretty, vapid women who 

“study no graces of mind or intellect.  Their whole thoughts are how they shall best maintain 

their empire over their surrounding inferiors, and the right fit of a dress or bonnet will occupy 

their minds for hours together” (qtd. in Hughes 25).   

Although she did not begin writing novels until she was thirty-five, she was continuously 

educating herself in numerous fields.  In September 1839, she wrote Maria Lewis regarding the 

intensity of her studies: 

My mind presents just such an assemblage of disjointed specimens of history, ancient and 

modern, scraps of poetry picked up from Shakespeare, Cowper, Wordsworth and Milton, 

newspaper topics, morsels of Addison and Bacon, Latin verbs, geometry entomology and 

chemistry, reviews and metaphysics, all arrested and petrified and smothered by the fast 

thickening every day accession of actual events, relative anxieties, and household cares 

and vexations. (qtd. in Hughes 35) 

Her education exceeded what formally educated women typically would study.  She often dealt 

with sickness and depression that Hughes attributes to a “bitter struggle with a part of herself, 

which insisted on expression” (35).  The depression is possibly attributed to the “overwhelming 

and ill-defined sense of destiny she placed under that pejorative umbrella ‘Ambition’” (35).  

Also, she was aware that most of her religiosity was nothing more than a socialization as 

opposed to heart-felt belief. 

 This expression, when it did not reveal itself in her writing, did so in her life.  Mary Ann 

Evans questioned Victorian conventions.  According to Barrett in Vocation and Desire, “[s]he 

not only stood alone but she stood against” (10).  In 1842, she refused to go to church and 

opposed her father with newfound beliefs.  Moreover, she may have had affairs with several 



 33 

married men, such as her future co-worker, John Chapman.  In 1854, she violated conventions 

regarding love and marriage when she eloped with already married George Henry Lewes.  They 

lived together twenty-four years, to the dismay of friends and family.  Her continuous study and 

erudition contradicted conventions about a woman’s sphere, and finally by marrying John Walter 

Cross, who was twenty years younger, she rebelled against what was proper for a woman to do 

(10).   

 After much thought and reading, Mary Ann concluded that she would no longer go to 

church with her father because she did not believe the dogma taught there.  This decision was 

harmful to the family as it put the Evanses out of respectable society.  Her father’s response was 

to withdraw in a cold and silent rage despite Mary Ann’s attempts to reason with him.  She even 

wrote him a letter attempting to explain her reasons when she was twenty-two.  She wrote on 

February 28, 1842, “ . . . [W]hile I admire and cherish much of what I believe to have been the 

moral teaching of Jesus himself, I consider the system of doctrines built upon the facts of his life 

and drawn as to its materials from Jewish notions to be most dishonorable to God and most 

pernicious in its influence on individual and social happiness” (Haight 21).  Because of her 

father’s immovable nature on this subject, she agreed to attend church, but he would let her think 

whatever she wanted during the services (Hughes 53).  Her father had such an influence over her 

that when he was dying, she wrote to the Brays, “What shall I be without my Father?  It will 

seem as if part of my moral nature were gone.  I had a horrid vision of myself last night 

becoming earthly, sensual and devilish for want of that purifying restraining influence” (Haight 

54).  She realized that her father held her in check with his expression and moral decisions, 

principles, and beliefs.  His patriarchal influence was at times stifling and burdensome to her, but 

she found it difficult to imagine herself acting apart from his influence. 

 Soon after his death, she began to explore literature, largely abandoning Biblical reading.  

During this time of self-realization, she indulged in the Romantic poets such as Shelley and 

Byron, who a few years earlier she would have ignored because of their scandalous private lives.  

Hughes remarks, “Through them, she entered a realm where the self dissolved luxuriously into 

feeling and imagination – the very process she had struggled to resist” (38).  While indulging in 

this reading, she realized the importance of the authority of individual experience to determine 

personal morality despite social conventions imposed by society.  She was also deeply 

influenced by friends Charles and Cara Bray, who challenged conventional thinking in every 
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area of life, but especially with marriage and sexual love.  Although they were deeply attached to 

each other, they agreed to a non-monogamous relationship.  This couple influenced her thinking 

when she chose to live as the wife of George Henry Lewes. 

 Her early sense of abandonment by her family deeply affected her belief that she would 

find anyone to love her as a wife.  When she was twenty, she wrote to friend Martha Jackson, 

“Every day’s experience seems to deepen the voice of foreboding that has long been telling me, 

‘The bliss of reciprocated affection is not allotted to you under any form.  Your heart must be 

widowed in this manner from the world . . .” (qtd. in Bodenheimer 43).  Even though she longed 

for love, she was concerned about being forever tied to someone in marriage and once observed, 

“How terrible it must be to find one’s self tied to a being whose limitations you could see and 

must know were such as to prevent your ever being understood!” (qtd. in Hughes 81).  Hampered 

by this low self-esteem and self-doubt, she met George Henry Lewes on October 6, 1851.  He 

was notorious for his poor looks, yet debonair ways.  Eccentric in his upbringing, he did not 

measure his beliefs or morals by Victorian conventional standards (Hughes 156).  

 Lewes was in fact still married and unable to divorce after claiming his wife’s illegitimate 

sons as his own.  However, in 1854 Lewes and Evans were united in what she always referred to 

as her marriage.  She wrote to a friend in 1857 describing the union: “Our marriage is not a legal 

one, though it is regarded by us both as a sacred bond . . . I have been his wife and have borne 

his name for nearly three years . . .” (Haight 174).  Though there was no formal ceremony, a trip 

to Germany for several months determined their destiny together.  Their union was successful, 

particularly because Lewes gave her the support and encouragement she needed in her writing. 

According to Calder in Women and Marriage in Victorian Fiction, “Family life in itself was not 

attractive to her, certainly not as demonstrated in the mid-Victorian ideal, but kin and 

companionship were profoundly important” (122).    

Eliot continued to write and, as far as anyone could tell, lived a happy and fulfilled 

existence.  Considered a Fallen Woman, she lived “quietly and anonymously” ending most 

public, social existence (Hughes 144).  Aware of her decision and its consequences, she wrote to 

her friend and co-worker at the Westminster Review, John Chapman about her relationship in 

October 1854: 

About my own justification I am entirely indifferent . . . I have done nothing with which 

any person has a right to interfere . . . I do not wish to take the ground of ignoring what is 
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unconventional in my position.  I have counted the cost of the step that I have taken and 

am prepared to bear, without irritation or bitterness, renunciation by all my friends.  I am 

not mistaken in the person to whom I have attached myself.  He is worthy of the sacrifice 

I have incurred, and my only anxiety is that he should be rightly judged . . . . (Haight 140-

41) 

While happy with Lewes, she worried about how her writing would be accepted when people 

discovered her living situation (Barrett 2). Even so, the union caused Eliot’s confidence in 

herself as a woman and a writer to grow.  To Mrs. Cash she wrote, “I am very happy – happy in 

the highest blessing life can give us, the perfect love and sympathy of a nature that stimulates my 

own to healthful activity.  I feel, too, that all the terrible pain I have gone through . . . has 

probably been a preparation for some special work that I may do before I die” (Haight 173).  

Unburdened with housework or children, she was able to write uninterrupted.   

 When Lewes died, Eliot was inconsolable and insisted on finishing the work he left 

unfinished.  She turned for support to John Cross, the banker who managed their investments.  

After helping her with the estate, they began to spend more time together.  Although at sixty she 

was twenty years his senior, Cross professed his love and his intentions to marry her.  He 

encouraged her to play the piano again and comforted her with his presence.  She wrote to him of 

her longing for companionship:  “Sometimes even now I have a longing, but it is immediately 

counteracted by a fear . . . My sense of desolation increases.  Each day seems a new beginning – 

a new acquaintance with grief” (Haight 504).  They decided to marry, shocking her friends and 

acquaintances:  “After the long open defiance of convention George Eliot’s marriage astonished 

every one” (Haight 533).  Friends who had supported her when she was living with Lewes were 

amazed by her “lapse into convention” (533).   

 

Although Eliot persevered for years in an unconventional life – an unmarried woman 

living with a married man while pursuing a writing career – she did not consider herself a 

feminist, and even refused to support women’s causes formally.  She said, “There is not a subject 

on which I am more inclined to hold my peace and learn, than on the ‘Woman Question.’ It 

seems to me to overhang abysses, of which even prostitution is not the worst” (qtd. in Beer 41).  

Not ignorant of or unsympathetic to the plight of some women, according to Beer in Reader, I 

Married Him, she simply had reservations.  She and Lewes supported multiple liberal 
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organizations, yet she often wondered if they did any good.  Describing Women’s Suffrage as 

“an extremely doubtful good,” she urged her friend Sara Hennell not to become involved with it.  

To another friend asking her to comment on the suffrage question, she replied, “If I had taken a 

contrary decision, I should not have remained silent till now.  My function is that of the aesthetic, 

not the doctrinal teacher . . .” (qtd. in Prentis 139).  She believed that the answer to the Woman 

Question would be found in “better education and awareness of women” (141).  

Like Gaskell, Eliot was financially independent.  Writing to her father’s lawyer about his 

will, she said, “It may be desirable to mention to you that I am not dependent on any one, the 

larger part of my income for several years having been derived from my own constant labour as 

a writer” (Haight 175).  Independence such as hers obviously was not a trait typical in Victorian 

women.  Usually, they would be dependent either upon a father, a husband, or a brother.  A 

successful writer, she was financially self-sufficient. 

Believing in women’s education, she was “realistic to the point of despondency” on the 

subject: “It is not likely that any perfect plan for educating women can soon be found, for we are 

very far from having found a perfect plan for educating men” (qtd. in Beer 41).  As the editor of 

the Westminster Review, she read fiction by women, which spawned the critique, “Silly Novels 

by Lady Novelists” (Hughes 177).  She felt that “fashionable romantic literature written by 

women” not written for professional or economic necessity but out of “busy idleness” was 

shameful to their sex (Prentis 141).  In the essay, she finishes by saying that she is not opposed to 

female novelists on principle, such as Harriet Martineau, Currer Bell, and Mrs. Gaskell, since 

they have all produced work that does not qualify as “silly.”  In fact, she wrote to Cara Bray, “I 

am only just returned to a sense of the real world about me for I have been reading Villette, a still 

more wonderful book than Jane Eyre.  There is something almost preternatural in its power” 

(Haight 116).  Eliot believed that fiction should be left to women such as Bronte and Gaskell, 

who considered writing a vocation.  Of course, writing under the name George Eliot, she was 

able to write freely:  “Whatever may be the success of my stories, I shall be resolute in 

preserving my incognito, having observed that a nom de plume secures all the advantages 

without the disagreeables of reputation” (qtd. in Prentis 118).  Despite this resolution, she was 

successful in hiding her identity in her first novel, Adam Bede, for about a year.   

 Eliot overwhelmed many by her knowledge and intellect.  Upon meeting her, the Harvard 

librarian, John Fiske said in 1873, “I never saw such a woman . . . I have never seen any man, 
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except Herbert Spencer, who could state a case equal to her . . . I have often heard of learned 

women, whose learning, I have usually found, is a mighty flimsy affair.  But to meet a woman 

who can meet you like a man . . . this is, indeed, quite a new experience” (qtd. in Beer 42).  At 

social functions, she preferred conversation with men.  On a visit to Munich in 1858, she 

complained, “I shudder at the sight of a woman in society, for I know I shall have to sit on the 

sofa with her all the evening listening to her stupidities, while the men on the other side of the 

table are discussing all the subjects I care to hear about” (qtd. in Beer 40).  This frustration is 

reminiscent of Bronte’s, who complained about the lack of intellectual interests among society 

women.   

 Although one of the brightest minds of the day, Eliot was unsure of herself. Before she 

began writing novels, she translated from the German Strauss’s Life of Jesus, after taking over 

the arduous project from a friend (Crompton 38).  Upon her finding out that he knew his 

translator was a woman, she jokingly wrote to Cara Bray in 1844, “I do not think it was kind to 

Strauss to tell him that a young lady was translating his book.  I am sure he must have some 

twinges of alarm to think he was dependent on that most contemptible specimen of the human 

being for his English reputation” (Haight 30).  Though she joked about herself, working on the 

translation greatly affected her life, even though she only received twenty pounds for two years’ 

work and her name is not mentioned anywhere in the book (Hughes 71).   

Editing the Westminster Review in the years before her novel writing began, she wrote 

book reviews, yet kept her identity a secret.  To Charles Bray she wrote admitting she was the 

author of a scathing review of a religious book, but begged him not to spread the news:  She 

says, “I . . . beg that you will not mention it as such to any one likely to transmit the information 

to London, as we are keeping the authorship a secret.  The article appears to have produced a 

strong impression, and that impression would be a little counteracted if the author were known to 

be a woman . . . .” (Haight 153). 

 Premier George Eliot scholar Gordon Haight believes: “It is impossible to overestimate 

the debt English literature owes to George Henry Lewes.  Nothing but his encouragement could 

have overcome George Eliot’s diffidence about the value of her writing” (495).  In an 

autobiographical account in her journal in December 1857, she wrote of Lewes’ encouragement.  

He used to persuade her to write a novel by saying, “It may be a failure – it may be that you are 

unable to write fiction.  Or perhaps, it may be just good enough to warrant your trying again.”  
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He would also say, “You have wit, description and philosophy – those go a good way towards 

the production of a novel.  It is worth while for you to try the experiment” (Haight 159).  

Encouraged thus, she began Scenes of Clerical Life, which was published serially.  Her writing 

received good reviews, and she even received letters asking her to become part of a men’s club.  

She wrote in her journal, “There was clearly no suspicion that I was a woman” (160).  Many 

thought she was a clergyman, or a father of a family, or a Cambridge man, or one who had seen a 

great deal of society (160).   

 Her writing brought acclaim and encouraged George Eliot to write more.  Charles 

Dickens expressed admiration for Scenes of Clerical Life:  

The exquisite truth and delicacy, both of the humor and the pathos of those stories, I have 

never seen the like of . . . I should have been strongly disposed, if I had been left to my 

own devices, to address the said writer as a woman . . . If they originated with no woman, 

I believe that no man ever before had the art of making himself, mentally, so like a 

woman, since the world began. (qtd. in Haight 183) 

He was alone in this suspicion.  The ambition that she struggled with earlier in her life was 

realized in the outpouring of her writing.  However, the strong, independent life she led was not 

paralleled in the heroines of her novels.  According to Calder in Women and Marriage in 

Victorian Fiction, “If it seems that in George Eliot’s novels the ultimate answer is very often 

retreat and compromise, whereas in her own life she did neither, this may reflect her own very 

intimate understanding of the difficulties.  Social and moral pressures disadvantaged women” 

(125).  Her characters, such as Dorothea Brooke in Middlemarch, “want more than conventional 

attitudes would be ready to grant them” (126).   

Barrett suggests that Eliot was vicariously vindicated through the character of Dorothea, 

a woman who was morally and intellectually superior to those around her, yet disapproved of by 

society (5).  Lewes once told publisher John Blackwood that if Eliot was like anyone in 

Middlemarch, it was Dorothea.  According to Hughes, Lewes “meant that she too had learned to 

bring her ardent nature in line with petty circumstance, to concentrate on the small good instead 

of the great deed” (302).  Calder writes: 

Her profoundest interests lay with women who had hopes and aspirations beyond the 

conventional, women who wanted to achieve things, however vague, who were impatient 

of the aims usually attributed to them.  She wrote about women who are singled out 
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because they are unusual, untypical, unrepresentative, too much so perhaps to be allied to 

a cause, but who are nevertheless symbolic of the deeper stirrings and frustrations of 

women’s life in general. (126) 

These frustrations are revealed in the character of Dorothea.  She is incredibly bright and 

beautiful, but she marries Casaubon and then Ladislaw instead of pursuing her dreams as an 

autonomous woman.  She experiences a loss of individuality, as her only choice is to get married 

and fulfill her longings for purpose through her husband.  No relationship offered to Dorothea 

proves fulfilling.  Marriage to Sir James Chettam would surely turn her into nothing more than a 

baronet’s wife.  Casaubon views her merely as a doting helper for his own work.  Marriage to 

Will Ladislaw offers the opportunity to pour all of her energies into his work for Parliament.  

With her, he can accomplish what he never could on his own.  Why does Eliot portray this strong 

woman as having to settle for marriage as her only possible way to succeed in society?   

In the first few pages, the reader is able to obtain a vivid picture of Dorothea: she is 

beautiful, lacks common sense, but is clever.  In the first sentence, Eliot describes her as having a 

“Kind of beauty which seems to be thrown into relief by poor dress” (5).  According to Barrett, 

Eliot “monumentalizes her heroines by the simple use of largeness in her descriptions” (25).  The 

reader is told of Dorothea’s large, beautiful hands and allusions are drawn through classical, 

biblical, saintly, and queenly images.  She is compared to such great women as “St. Theresa” (3) 

in the Prelude and the “Blessed Virgin” (5) in the first chapter.  By painting a picture of a 

monumental heroine, Eliot moves away from the Victorian concept of a virtuous woman, and is 

instead creating her own intricate concept of greatness in women (Barrett 27).  Even Ladislaw 

upon being asked by Rosamond what gentlemen think when they are with Dorothea, replies, 

“When one sees a perfect woman, one never thinks of her attributes – one is conscious of her 

presence” (270). 

The narrator asks, “And how should Dorothea not marry? – a girl so handsome and with 

such prospects?” (6).  Eliot gives the answer in a picture of an unconventional heroine with a 

“love of extremes:” 

Such a wife might awaken you some fine morning with a new scheme for the application 

of her income which would interfere with political economy and the keeping of saddle-

horses: a man would naturally think twice before he risked himself in such fellowship.  
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Women were expected to have weak opinions; but the great safeguard of society and of 

domestic life was, that opinions were not acted on. (6-7)    

Dorothea lacks “weak opinions” but has “very childlike ideas about marriage” (7).  Her ideas –

such as “The really delightful marriage must be that where your husband was a sort of father, and 

could teach you even Hebrew, if you wished it” – (7) cause the reader to feel sorry for Dorothea 

and her naiveté.   

She longs for purpose, but is unable to attain “a wider experience of life, a fuller sense of 

self-identity” (Prentis 84).  In the first chapter, Dorothea is “bent on finishing a plan for some 

buildings (a kind of work which she delighted in)” (8).  She does not want to be bothered with 

trivial events, like trying on her mother’s jewels with her sister Celia, or concerned about Sir 

James Chettam’s attentions.  She concludes that he was in love with her sister.  Dorothea’s 

passion for life and “inward fire” (10) are real:  

She loved the fresh air and the various aspects of the country, and when her eyes and 

cheeks glowed with mingled pleasure she looked very little like a devotee.  Riding was an 

indulgence which she allowed herself in spite of conscientious qualms; she felt that she 

enjoyed it in a pagan sensuous way, and always looked forward to renouncing it. 

(emphasis mine 7)  

She reveled in the possibilities and pleasures of life, yet she felt guilty for indulging in them.  As 

with Eliot and her writing, Dorothea was ambitious with her plans for buildings.  She desired to 

build modern, functional housing for tenants on her Uncle’s farm.  Passionately, she defends her 

ideas at dinner with Mr. Casaubon for the first time: “Surely . . . it is better to spend money in 

finding out how men can make the most of the land which supports them all, than in keeping 

dogs and horses only to gallop over it” (11).  Both Eliot and Dorothea experienced guilt for 

wanting to make something of their lives and to be fulfilled through their work.  Dorothea’s guilt 

and limited ideas about marriage, prepare her for a disastrous relationship with Casaubon.   

 Eliot uses the word passion often in her novels for “women who feel deeply and cannot 

find the right outlet for those feelings” (Calder 144).  Dorothea obviously has many strong 

feelings and emotions, yet is unable to express them purposely or achieve anything substantial on 

her own.  She is not allowed to fulfill the dream of her buildings.  Although she longs for a 

husband who will see things the way she does (14) and refuses to conform to society’s “pattern 

of a lady” (14), she still is unable to become autonomous.  Eliot describes her as confused and 
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directionless: “For a long while she had been oppressed by the indefiniteness which hung in her 

mind, like a thick summer haze, over all her desire to make her life greatly effective.  What could 

she do, what ought she to do?” (18).     

When she realized that Casaubon might want to marry her, she felt “reverential gratitude” 

(18).  She is awed by the thought of this union because it would grant her a new direction in her 

bland life:  “Into this soul-hunger as yet all her youthful passion was poured; the union which 

attracted her was one that would deliver her from her girlish subjection to her own ignorance, 

and give her the freedom of voluntary submission to a guide who would take her along the 

grandest path” (19).  Dorothea does not believe she has the option to make a choice on her own, 

but must instead live vicariously through Casaubon.  She thinks, “It would be my duty to study 

that I might help him the better in his great works” (19).  Although disdainful of a puppy and its 

helplessness, which she describes as “parasitic” (20), she becomes dependent on Casaubon and 

his needs even though he does “not care about building cottages” (22).  She gives up her desired 

vocation so she can help him fulfill his.  Even Mr. Brooke, Dorothea’s uncle, is in favor of 

keeping women in their place.  He says to Casaubon:  “But there is a lightness about the 

feminine mind – a touch and go – music, the fine arts, that kind of thing – they should study 

those up to a certain point, women should; but in a light way, you know.  A woman should be 

able to sit down and play you or sing you a good old English tune” (42).  These men assume that 

women’s roles are uniformly supportive and subordinate.   

Eliot’s ominous tone is evident when she warns, “A woman dictates before marriage in 

order that she may have an appetite for submission afterwards” (46).  Dorothea is able to visit 

Casaubon’s home and decide on “any changes that she would like to have made there” (46).  

Though this decision is a small one, women, Eliot seems to say, become lulled into thinking their 

input will always be important.  The marriage of Casaubon and Dorothea does not give her room 

for growth and fulfillment as she had hoped, but instead leaves her repressed and stifled in her 

creative endeavors.  Upon returning from their honeymoon, Dorothea guiltily questions her role 

in the marriage contract: 

Marriage, which was to bring guidance into worthy and imperative occupation, had not 

yet freed her from the gentlewoman’s oppressive liberty: it had not even filled her leisure 

with the ruminant joy of unchecked tenderness.  Her blooming full-pulsed youth stood 
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there in a moral imprisonment which made itself one with the chill, colorless, narrowed 

landscape . . . (173)   

Longing for fulfillment in her life, she begins to see Casaubon’s failure and that “The Key to all 

Mythologies,” his lifelong work, will remain incomplete.  The narrator says, “How was it that in 

the weeks since her marriage, Dorothea had not distinctly observed but felt with a stifling 

depression, that the large vistas and wide fresh air which she had dreamed of finding in her 

husband’s mind were replaced by ante-rooms and winding passages which seemed to lead 

nowhither?” (125).  Eliot explains Dorothea’s unhappiness by quipping, “Society never made the 

preposterous demand that a man should think as much about his own qualifications for making a 

charming girl happy as he thinks of hers for making himself happy” (176).  Prentis suggests that 

the failure of this marriage is the “first turning-point in Dorothea’s journey towards a measure of 

self knowledge, a journey which is one of the central ingredients in a novel that is all about the 

attainment of such knowledge” (178).   

 Rosamond Vincy and Mary Garth are the other important women characters in 

Middlemarch.  They are the antithesis of one another, yet they both end up with the same destiny 

– marriage.  Eliot describes them with the following:  “ . . . Most men in Middlemarch, except 

her brothers, held that Miss Vincy was the best girl in the world, and some called her an angel.  

Mary Garth, on the contrary, had the aspect of an ordinary sinner: she was brown; her curly dark 

hair was rough and stubborn; her stature was low . . . .” (72).  Although both of these women will 

marry, they live very different lives and hold to opposite ideals.   

 According to Beer, Mary Garth’s down-to-earth behavior contrasts with Dorothea’s 

“notions and warm-hearted fantasies” (184).  Mary thinks for herself and does so clearly even 

when Fred Vincy proposes.  Stone believes that Mary is the “chief opponent of illusions” (234).  

Eliot describes Mary by saying, “Honesty, truth-telling fairness was Mary’s reigning virtue: she 

neither tried to create illusions, nor indulged in them for her own behoof, and when she was in a 

good mood she had humor enough in her to laugh at herself” (73).  She is a woman of great wit 

and energy.  When her father tells her she will like her husband better than him, she says, 

“Impossible, husbands are an inferior class of men, who require keeping in order” (509).  In the 

Finale, the reader is told that she wrote a book called Stories of Great Men, taken from Plutarch.  

Although not a great literary endeavor, this book is perhaps more than Dorothea could have done 

(Beer 184).   
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 Rosamond Vincy, on the other hand, does not possess great wit; she is instead a selfish 

and vain creature, focused wholly on how society perceives her.  Eliot mocks Rosamond’s so 

called accomplishments: “She was admitted to be the flower of Mrs. Lemon’s school, the chief 

school in the county, where the teaching included all that was demanded in the accomplished 

female – even to extras, such as the getting in and out of a carriage” (61).  Although she thinks 

marriage to Lydgate will fulfill everything she has been trained so long for, she is instead very 

unhappy.  Eliot describes her: “But she was not joyous: her married life had fulfilled none of her 

hopes, and had been quite spoiled for her imagination . . . [she] wondered what she had that was 

worth living for” (464).  Eliot explains that Rosamond’s discontent in her marriage developed 

because of the conditions of marriage itself and “its demand for self-suppression and tolerance” 

(465). 

 Before Casaubon dies, Dorothea feels unhappy and imprisoned.  When she talks to her 

uncle, she is able to experience the freedom that she could not in her marriage.  “Dorothea had 

gathered emotion as she went on, and had forgotten everything except the relief of pouring forth 

her feelings, unchecked: an experience once habitual with her, but hardly ever present since her 

marriage, which had been a perpetual struggle of energy with fear” (243).  This outpouring of 

emotions that she is able to express away from her husband is what she desires for her daily life.  

Instead she is trapped in “dreadful imprisonment” (244) according to Will.  “She was always 

trying to be what her husband wished, and never able to repose on his delight in what she was.  

The thing that she liked . . . seemed to be always excluded from her life; for if it was only 

granted and not shared by her husband it might as well have been denied” (295).   

 Even after his death, Casaubon attempts to dictate and delimit Dorothea’s decisions.  

According to the will he had made, she could not attain any of his property or money if she 

married Will Ladislaw.  Although Dorothea wants “perfect freedom” from the “conflict of self-

repression,” (305) she cannot be totally free from her husband’s wishes even after he has died.  

In her husband’s death, she still must remain civilized as the proper and wealthy Mrs. Casaubon.   

 Calder suggests that for Eliot, “Marriage is not seen as a normal way for people to live 

together and cope with society, but as a climax, sometimes a crisis, towards which all their 

expectations have strained” (128).  After Lewes died, Eliot married Cross, a conventional step 

after living a very unconventional life.  Dorothea, too, marries Will Ladislaw despite all of the 

potential in her as an independent thinker with fresh ideas.   
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 Because of the novel’s traditional ending in marriage, feminist critics have criticized 

Eliot for the union of Will and Dorothea.  Dorothea certainly appears to settle for less than she 

deserves, but she seems also to do so with utmost lucidity.  Experience has taught her that 

women must marry and find fulfillment in looking for their husbands, with whom they share an 

emotional as well as a philosophical bond, to accomplish some socially improving enterprise.  

Dorothea decides to marry in part because of the passionate response Will inspires in her: 

Then came the hour in which the waves of suffering shook her too thoroughly to leave 

any power of thought.  She could only cry in loud whispers, between her sobs, after her 

lost belief which she had planted and kept alive from a very little seed since the days in 

Rome – after her lost joy of clinging with silent love and faith to one who, misprized by 

others, was worthy in her thought. (484)   

Despite disapproval of others, she determines that she will marry Ladislaw.  Staying up all night 

pondering her situation, she makes a new resolve, symbolized by shedding her widow’s 

garments for new and lighter clothes (486).   

 Her family, concerned about her decision and consequently her welfare, attempts to 

dissuade her.  Celia says, “You have disappointed us all so.  And I can’t think that it ever will be 

– you never can go and live in that way.  And then there are all your plans!  You never can have 

thought of that.  James would have taken any trouble for you, and you might have gone on all 

your life doing what you liked” (504-05).  Although Celia tries to use Dorothea’s dreams of 

plans to draw her away from marriage, Dorothea is not fooled.  She says, “I never could do 

anything that I liked.  I have never carried out any plans yet” (505).  She understands that it is 

because she has “always wanted things that wouldn’t do” (505) as a woman that she will always 

be unfulfilled on her own.  Stubbornly she replies, “It is quite true that I might be a wiser person 

. . . and that I might have done something better, if I had been better.  But this is what I am going 

to do.  I have promised to marry Mr. Ladislaw; and I am going to marry him” (505). 

 In the finale, Dorothea and Will are apparently very happy together, “bound to each other 

by a love stronger than any impulses which could have marred it” (513).  It is for this strong love 

that Dorothea has given up hope of accomplishing her other plans.  “Dorothea herself had no 

dreams of being praised above other women, feeling that there was always something better 

which she might have done, if she had only been better and known better” (513).  George Eliot 

fulfilled her ambitions of authorship even though she was plagued by moments of doubt and 
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despair at the way society judged her as a woman writing and living in an illicit relationship.  At 

the end of her life, she conformed to convention by marrying John Cross.  So, too, Dorothea, 

understanding her position as a single woman, married Will.  The narrator tells the reader that 

Will “became an ardent public man” in Parliament and that Dorothea was pleased because she 

could “give him wifely help” (513).  The next few lines reveal that there is no alternative for this 

bright woman in Victorian society: 

Many who knew her [Dorothea], thought it a pity that so substantive and rare a creature 

should have been absorbed into the life of another, and be only known in a certain circle 

as a wife and mother.  But no one stated exactly what else that was in her power she 

ought rather to have done . . . (513) 

Dorothea’s early hope for a bright future is civilized in her maturity and brought under control by 

the convention of marriage.  Clearly Dorothea’s creator believed in this young woman’s 

choosing to marry Will.  And in her own final public act, Eliot, too, chose marriage for herself, 

embracing the destiny understood by her culture as the proper role for its women. 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

 In their ambitions and passions, Bronte, Gaskell, and Eliot were unconventional Victorian 

women.  Each lived two lives – in one, longing for freedom of expression and independence 

through writing; in the other, recognizing the need to conform to societal expectations regarding 

women’s roles.    

Increasingly, these two lives overlapped, with the creator subduing and muting her best 

creations:  Charlotte Bronte, Currer Bell/Jane Eyre; Elizabeth Gaskell, the Gypsy-Bachelor/Mary 

Barton; Mary Ann Evans, George Eliot/Dorothea Brooke.  The heroines in their finest works 

hunger for independence early on; yet they are finally submissive, disciplining their passions and 

marrying.  In the end, they live for and through their husbands.  Much like their creators, they 

submit to a life centering in marriage, civilizing much of their passionate natures and to an 

indeterminate degree perhaps, much of their potential. 
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