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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Author / Work: Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre 

Theme: The Figure of Bertha Mason 

Rationale 
This activity will encourage students to explore the character of Bertha Mason, Mr Rochester’s 

first wife, through the lens of medical history. They will compare Charlotte Brontë’s 

presentation of the character with the perspectives offered by contemporary medical textbooks 

and reports; considering the extent to which Rochester’s treatment of Bertha reflects 19th-

century developments in the treatment of the mentally ill. 

Students will go on to explore connections between Rochester’s treatment of Bertha and the 

story of Bluebeard. They will be asked to reflect on how their reading of these sources 

problematises both Bertha and Rochester as characters, and perhaps calls Charlotte Brontë’s 

attitudes towards these characters into question. 

Students should have read up to the end of Chapter 26 of Jane Eyre.  

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 Fair copy manuscript of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) 

 On the Different Forms of Insanity, James Cowles Prichard (1842) 

 The History of Blue Beard (c. 1810) 

 Thomas J. Graham’s Modern Domestic Medicine (1826), annotated by the Brontë 

family 

 Westminster Review article on the 1844 report by the Metropolitan Commissioners on 

Lunacy 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

The figure of Bertha Mason by Dr Carol Atherton 

Documentary films: 

A selection of short documentary-style films (approx. 10 minutes each): 

www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/videos 

External links: 

‘Bertha Mason’s Madness in a Contemporary Context’, by Mia Iwama (The Victorian Web) 

YouTube: clips of film and television adaptations of Jane Eyre 

http://www.bl.uk/discovering-literature
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/fair-copy-manuscript-of-charlotte-bronts-jane-eyre
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/on-the-different-forms-of-insanity
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-history-of-blue-beard
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/modern-domestic-medicine-annotated-by-the-brontes
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/modern-domestic-medicine-annotated-by-the-brontes
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/report-on-the-treatment-of-mental-illness-in-1844
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/report-on-the-treatment-of-mental-illness-in-1844
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-figure-of-bertha-mason
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/videos
http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/bronte/cbronte/iwama8.html
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Key questions 

 How does Charlotte Brontë depict Bertha Mason? 

 In what ways does Brontë’s presentation of Bertha reflect 19th-century thinking on the 

causes, symptoms and treatment of mental illness? 

 How is our interpretation of Mr Rochester influenced by the insights we gain from 

learning about 19th-century attitudes to mental illness? 

 What does a reading of the Bluebeard story contribute to our interpretation of Mr 

Rochester? 

 In what ways is our interpretation of Jane Eyre problematised by our reading of these 

sources? 

 What can historical and other literary sources contribute to our understanding of 

particular texts? 

Activities 
1) Students should first be asked to pool their existing knowledge of Bertha, using a 

technique such as ‘role on the wall’. They should locate and explore descriptions of 

Bertha in their copy of the text. Ask students to consider what impression these 

descriptions give us of Bertha, Rochester and Jane, and how Brontë uses Bertha as a 

narrative device to both deepen the mystery surrounding Thornfield and to act as a 

barrier to Jane’s happiness. This will provide a context for their exploration of the 

historical sources. 

2) Students should then be asked to explore, in groups, the following sources: 

 Thomas J. Graham’s Modern Domestic Medicine (1826) 

 James Cowles Prichard’s On the Different Forms of Insanity (1842) 

 Westminster Review article on the 1844 report by the Metropolitan Commissioners 

on Lunacy 

Students should try to make clear any specific links between Brontë’s descriptions of 

Bertha and the descriptions of mental illness, its causes and its treatment in these three 

sources. There is scope for differentiation here in terms of how the groups are 

composed and which texts they are asked to consider. 

3) Students should then report back on their findings. 

4) After hearing each group’s findings, students could be asked to consider the following 

questions: 

 To what extent does Charlotte Brontë’s description of Bertha’s appearance and 

behaviour reflect contemporary descriptions of the mentally ill? 

 To what extent does Rochester’s treatment of Bertha reflect contemporary thinking 

on how the mentally ill should be treated? 

 Who tells Bertha’s story? Does Bertha ever get to speak? How significant is this? 

 How does all of this influence the way we see Rochester? 

5) Ask students to read Mia Iwama’s article ‘Bertha Mason’s Madness in a Contemporary 

Context’, which refers to the 1844 report by the Metropolitan Commissioners on 

Lunacy and provides a useful model of academic writing for students to explore. 

6) To broaden their perspectives further, introduce students to the story of Bluebeard and 

ask them to read The History of Blue Beard. What similarities can they find between 

Bluebeard and Rochester? 
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7) To conclude, students can evaluate the usefulness of different kinds of contextual 

evidence – historical and literary – and consider the role they might play in helping us to 

explore and interpret literary texts. 

Extension activities  

 YouTube offers a rich source of clips from film and television adaptations of Jane Eyre. 

Invite students to compare the ways in which Bertha has been depicted in different 

adaptations. Try the following: Zeffirelli (1996), Young (1997), White (2006), Fukunaga 

(2011). Similarly, students can look at the presentation of Bertha in the graphic novel 

version of Jane Eyre published by Classical Comics (2008). 

 Particularly able students would benefit from reading Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan 

Gubar’s chapter ‘Plain Jane’s Progress: A Dialogue of Self and Soul’ in their 

groundbreaking The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-

Century Literary Imagination (1979). In this chapter, Gilbert and Gubar argue that 

Bertha is Jane’s ‘truest and darkest double’, embodying the anger and rage that Jane is 

unable to express. Students could be asked to find evidence of Bertha’s existence 

before the failed wedding, and consider the significance of the points at which she 

appears. 

 Further opportunities to consider Bertha’s character are offered by Jean Rhys’s Wide 

Sargasso Sea (1966), which places Bertha at the centre of its narrative, and suggests 

that her madness has its roots in early childhood experiences rather than in the 

congenital weakness of Rochester’s account. Ask students to consider the extent to 

which Rhys’s narrative is itself shaped by 20th-century developments in psychology. 

 

 

 


