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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Author / Work: Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre 

Theme: Women in 19th Century England 

Rationale 
Through an exploration of a range of historical sources, this activity will develop students’ 

understanding of some of the pressures facing women in the 19th century. They will begin by 

considering the difficulties that Charlotte Brontë had to negotiate as a young woman without 

wealth or social connections, and will move on to an analysis of the restricted roles of the 

governess and teacher, using Brontë’s depiction of Jane Eyre as a starting point. In the third 

phase of the activity, they will consider the problems that Brontë encountered as a female 

writer. 

Students will develop their awareness of the historical, social and biographical contexts that 

shape the production of literary works, analysing a range of challenging texts and synthesising 

the observations that emerge from this exploration. They will have the chance to consolidate 

their understanding through drama-based activities such as ‘conscience alley’ and ‘thought-

tracking’.  

Students should have read up to the end of Chapter 12 of Jane Eyre.  

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 Drawing of an ‘English Lady’ by Charlotte Brontë (1834) 

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

 Letter from Robert Southey to Charlotte Brontë (1837) 

 The Women of England, Sarah Stickney Ellis (c. 1839) 

 Charlotte Brontë’s Journal (1836) 

 Reports from the Governesses’ Benevolent Institution (1847) 

 Eight letters from Charlotte Brontë to George Henry Lewes (1847-1850)  

 Review of Jane Eyre by George Henry Lewes (1847) 

 Negative review of Shirley and Jane Eyre by Sarah Stickney Ellis (1850-52) 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

Jane Eyre and the 19th-century woman by Professor Sally Shuttleworth 

Documentary films: 

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

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

http://www.bl.uk/discovering-literature
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/english-lady-by-charlotte-bronte
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/fair-copy-manuscript-of-charlotte-bronts-jane-eyre
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/letter-from-robert-southey-to-charlotte-bronte-12-march-1837
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-women-of-england
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/charlotte-brontes-journal
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/reports-from-the-governesses-benevolent-institution
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/eight-letters-from-charlotte-bront-to-george-henry-lewes-november-1847-october-1850
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/review-of-jane-eyre-by-george-henry-lewes
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/review-of-jane-eyre-by-sarah-stickney-ellis
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/jane-eyre-and-the-19th-century-woman
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/videos
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External links: 

The Victorian Web: Gender Matters 

David Taylor: ‘What was the position of women in 1850?’ 

Virginia Woolf: A Room of One’s Own (Project Gutenberg) 

Key questions 

 What opportunities would have been available to young unmarried women in the 

early- to mid-19th century? 

 How were young women at this time expected to behave? 

 In what ways did Brontë’s own experiences shape her depiction of Jane’s situation in 

Jane Eyre? 

 What pressures and expectations did Charlotte Brontë face as an aspiring writer? 

Activities 
This activity can be broken down into three phases. 

I: The pressures facing young women in the 19th century 

1) Show students Charlotte Brontë’s drawing of an ‘English Lady’. Use this as stimulus to 

draw out students’ existing knowledge about the lives of young unmarried women at 

the time Brontë was writing. What options would have been available to young women 

who had little money, few social connections and limited prospects of marriage? 

2) Revisit the first half of Chapter 12 of Jane Eyre, in which Jane muses on the situation of 

women. (Part of this passage can be read in the images of Brontë’s manuscript of the 

novel). Ask students to identify Jane’s specific complaints and consider how Brontë 

conveys Jane’s feelings. 

3) What evidence can students find of the expectations to which women were subjected? 

Give students copies of the following sources: 

 Letter from Robert Southey to Charlotte Brontë, 12 March 1837, advising her 

against writing  

 Sarah Stickney Ellis, The Women of England (1839) 

Students should formulate questions they could use to explore these sources, 

summarising their findings and recording them (perhaps on flipchart paper) for later 

use. How might these messages, and similar ones from other sources, have affected 

Charlotte Brontë? (It is worth pointing out to students that Southey’s letter arrived just 

a few weeks before Brontë’s 21st birthday. What do they expect to be doing when they 

reach this point in their lives?) 

 

II: The Life of a Governess 

 

1) Remind students that one of the options available to young women without wealth or 

social connections was to become a governess or schoolmistress. What was the life of a 

governess like? Students should explore the following sources: 

 Charlotte Brontë’s journal, written while teaching at Roe Head 

 Letter from Charlotte Brontë to W S Williams, with remarks on the life of a 

governess (15 June 1848) 

 Reports from the Governesses’ Benevolent Institution (1847) 

http://www.victorianweb.org/gender/socialhistov.html
http://www.hastingspress.co.uk/history/19/taylor.htm
http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks02/0200791.txt
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They should try to find out answers to the following questions: 

 What duties were governesses expected to perform? 

 How much were they paid? 

 How were they regarded by their employers and by the children in their care? 

 How much free time did they have? 

 What happened to governesses when they were too old to work? 

2) After reporting back on their findings, students should be asked to reflect on whether 

anything they have found out has surprised or shocked them. How significant is it that 

Charlotte Brontë’s Roe Head Journal breaks off from a reflection on her working day 

into a story about the fictional world of Angria?  

 

III: Charlotte Brontë as a Woman Writer 

 

1) Revisit Robert Southey’s letter of 12 March 1837. Ask students to describe the kind of 

society Southey and Brontë lived in: what does Southey’s advice indicate about how 

difficult it would have been to be an intelligent young woman at this time? 

2) Ask students how they think this advice may have shaped Brontë’s identity as a writer. 

How might Brontë’s sense of herself as a woman writer have affected the topics she 

chose to write about and the way she approached them? How might her gender have 

affected the way her work was viewed by others? (Remind students of the Brontë 

sisters’ decision to give themselves ambiguous pseudonyms). 

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

 Eight letters from Charlotte Brontë to George Henry Lewes (November 1847-

October 1850)  

 Review of Jane Eyre by George Henry Lewes (1847) 

 Negative review of Shirley and Jane Eyre by Sarah Stickney Ellis (1850-52) 

Students should use the sources to answer the following questions: 

 How confident was Charlotte Brontë in her abilities as a writer? 

 What kind of advice did George Henry Lewes give her? 

 How did she view other women writers? What might this indicate about the kind of 

freedom she wanted? 

 How did other people judge her work? On what grounds did they criticise it? To 

what extent were their views influenced by Brontë’s gender? 

 How did Brontë want her work to be judged?  

There is scope for differentiation here in terms of how the groups are composed and 

which texts they are asked to consider. The text of Brontë’s letters to Lewes can be 

found in The Brontës: A Life in Letters, by Juliet Barker (Viking, 1997). 

4) To conclude this sequence of activities, ask students to summarise the ‘voices’ to which 

Charlotte Brontë would have been subjected, and the replies she might have given. 

These could then be expressed in dramatic form through an activity such as ‘conscience 

alley’ (in which one student, representing Charlotte Brontë, has to walk between two 

lines of students speaking words of advice or admonition) or ‘thought-tracking’ (in 

which students, representing Brontë at different stages of her life, express her feelings 

about her position as a woman and as a writer). 

Extension activities  
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 This topic lends itself perfectly to further research and reading. Students could explore 

Charlotte Brontë’s novels Shirley and Villette and look at the ways in which she 

continues to explore how women react to the restrictive social roles available to them. 

Alternatively, they could read Anne Brontë’s novel Agnes Grey, which draws on the 

author’s experiences of life as a governess, or explore the work of Elizabeth Gaskell and 

George Eliot. 

 The first two sites listed in ‘External links’, above, offer opportunities for additional 

historical research into the lives of women in the 19th century.  

 A later perspective on Brontë’s writing is offered by Virginia Woolf, who wrote in A 

Room of One’s Own (1929) that:  

‘she will never get her genius expressed whole and entire. Her books will be 

deformed and twisted. She will write in a rage where she should write 

calmly. She will write foolishly where she should write wisely. She will write 

of herself where she should write of her characters. She is at war with her 

lot.’ 

Do students think that this is a fair judgement? Can the restrictions Brontë faced be 

seen – as Woolf claims – in the very texture of her writing? Students can use this as a 

starting-point for an exploration of feminist literary theory: Toril Moi’s Sexual/Textual 

Politics: Feminist Literary Theory (1985) is an excellent introductory text. 

 

 

 

 


