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Abstract

Investigating conceptualisations of the feminine creative imagination, this thesis examines
representations of the Brontés and adaptations of their novels released between 1996 and
2011. I focus on portrayals of Charlotte and Anne Bronté alongside reworkings of Jane Eyre
(1847) and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848) in various media. Contributing to existing
research on the cultural afterlives of the Brontés and their novels, I position the works
discussed within contemporary middlebrow culture whilst considering the influence of
feminism.

The Introduction discusses the gendering of creative genius before identifying the tensions
between critical, middlebrow and popular discourses’ conceptualisations of the Brontés’
imaginations. Thereafter, the first chapter proposes the contemporary usefulness and
considers the gendering of the concept of the middlebrow. I demonstrate that middlebrow
culture is fascinated by the Brontés’ lives, art and feminine creative imaginations. To further
this argument, the second chapter analyses neo-Victorian novels’ engagement with Charlotte
Bronté’s life, art and creativity. I illustrate that these works draw from second-wave feminist
criticism on Jane Eyre and belong to a tradition of middlebrow feminine writing about the
Brontés. The third chapter also examines representations of feminine creativity and discusses
how screen adaptations portray the artistry of Jane Eyre’s heroine. Additionally, the legacies
of second-wave feminism in a wider postfeminist cultural context are explored. In the fourth
chapter, the thesis turns to analyse the cultural dissemination and reputations of Anne Bronté
and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. 1 delineate how middlebrow culture has rediscovered the
youngest Bronté€, her novel and her feminism.

Ultimately, this thesis suggests that the works examined indicate middlebrow culture’s efforts

to engage with feminism through the feminine creative imagination. Yet these works expose a
prevailing tension in feminism between the status of the individual and the collective.
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Introduction

In their most famous novels, Charlotte and Anne Bronté contemplate and offer differing
perspectives upon the feminine creative imagination.' In CB’s Jane Eyre (1847), the
governess-protagonist presents her new employer Edward Rochester with her watercolour
portfolio in their first official meeting. Although she deems her images to be “nothing
wonderful”, her account of her inspiration and creative methods alerts us to the
extraordinariness of her imagination. > According to Jane, the subjects in her paintings had
“risen vividly on my mind. As I saw them with the spiritual eye before I attempted to embody
them, they were striking”.’ Her description clarifies that she draws upon internalised forms of
inspiration and refuses to be constrained by her amateur status. Despite pointing out Jane’s
deficiencies, Rochester appears titillated by her creative visions. He ponders that she must
have withdrawn into “a kind of artist’s dreamland” and observes that “the drawings are, for a
schoolgirl, peculiar.”* As his remarks make clear, her paintings intrigue him as expressions of

her selthood and evidence of her originality and genius.

A competing conceptualisation of the feminine creative imagination can be found in AB’s
second novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848).” The contrast between the two novels
becomes apparent in the scene where Gilbert Markham visits the heroine, Helen Huntingdon,
and learns that she is a professional painter. As Gilbert surveys the heroine’s artworks, he

recognises “a view of Wildfell Hall, as seen at early morning from the field below” that is

! For the purposes of clarity, this thesis will refer to the historical members of the Bronté family by their initials
unless I am discussing a fictionalised version of them, in which case I will use their first name.

* Charlotte Bronté, Jane Eyre, ed. Richard J. Dunn, 3rd ed. (New York: Norton, 2001), 107.

’ Bronté, Jane Eyre, 107.

* Bronté, Jane Eyre, 108.

> Hereafter, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall will be referred to as Wildfell Hall.



“faithfully drawn and coloured, and very elegantly and artistically handled.”

His description
makes us aware of the verisimilitude of Helen’s painting and the fact that, unlike Jane, she
deploys external sources of inspiration. Unable to glean insight into Helen’s character from
her work, Gilbert makes sexual advances towards her that are less successful than Rochester’s
flirtations with Jane. The dissimilarities between the two heroines underscore that Helen
creates to earn a living and does not seek an outlet for her originality or genius in the same
manner as Jane. In contradistinction to Jane Eyre and Wildfell Hall, Emily Bronté’s

Wuthering Heights (1847) does not feature a female protagonist who practises any form

artistic expression and the “few artistic activities described in the novel are ephemeral”.’

Despite their differences, the three Bronté sisters have become synonymous with the feminine
creative imagination and genius in contemporary culture. As Lucasta Miller points out, the
sisters’ reputation has shifted “in the collective unconscious from the level of history onto that
of myth.”® One of the most significant aspects of this myth is the perceived enigma of the
Brontés’ creative imaginations. Only half ironically, Polly Teale’s play Bronté (2005) opens
with the three main characters pondering:

EMILY: How did it happen?

ANNE: How was it possible?

CHARLOTTE: Three Victorian spinsters living in isolation on the Yorkshire

moors.

EMILY: (examining a picture in a book). It’s hard to believe that they really

dressed like this, for walking on the moors, carrying in coal, scrubbing floors.

ANNE: Writing books.’

The same question is posed in the 2013 documentary “The Brilliant Bront€ Sisters” when the

presenter Sheila Hancock asks: “How did three spinsters who spent most of their life [sic] in a

® Anne Bronté, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, ed. Stevie Davies (London: Penguin, 1996), 46.

7 Jane Sellars, “Art and the Artist as Heroine in the Novels of Charlotte, Emily and Anne Bronté”, Bronté Studies
20, no. 2 (1990): 75.

¥ Lucasta Miller, The Bronté Myth (London: Vintage, 2002), x.

? Polly Teale, Bronté, rev. ed. (London: Nick Hern Books, 2011), Act I, 3. After its first performance in 2005,
the play has been staged several times. All references are to the published edition of the script. Throughout this
thesis, emphases in quotations are found in the original source unless otherwise indicated.



remote parsonage, on the edge of the moors, come to write books that I find shocking, erotic,

profoundly moving and quite wonderful?”"'°

These recent allusions to the Brontés share many
of Jane Eyre and Wildfell Hall’s intermingled anxieties about the feminine creative
imagination. Firstly, examples of women’s creative expression often raise uncertainties about

the relationship between the art and the artist. Secondly, interest in the artist or the creative

woman frequently becomes inextricable from interest in her gender and sexuality.

Focusing upon the cultural afterlives of AB and CB as well as their novels, this thesis aims to
elucidate the significance of the Brontés and the feminine creative imagination in
contemporary middlebrow culture. A complex and often pejorative term, the middlebrow will
receive detailed explanation and is discussed throughout this thesis. At its most basic, this
thesis understands middlebrow culture to be a strand of popular culture that usually displays a
desire to engage with or disseminate high culture. For John Guillory, the middlebrow is the
“ambivalent mediation of high culture within the field of the mass cultural.”'' Throughout this
thesis, I reflect upon this ambivalence within middlebrow works. To undertake this research, I
focus upon what I identify as two examples of contemporary middlebrow culture: the British
Broadcasting Corporation’s adaptations of Jane Eyre and Wildfell Hall (in various media) and
neo-Victorian fiction. As a literary genre, neo-Victorianism can be classified as fiction that
assesses contemporary culture’s relationship to the Victorian era, often in the form of
consciously postmodern historical fiction set in the period. I am particularly interested in the
ways that neo-Victorian fiction engages with the Bronté myth and portrays the Brontés’
creativity. As well as examining neo-Victorian fiction, I will be focusing upon adaptations of
AB and CB’s two most famous works that were released between the years 1996 to 2011. As

the selection of material reveals, this thesis is neither a straightforward adaptation study nor a

10 «“The Brilliant Bronté Sisters”, Perspectives, ITV, March 31, 2013, television broadcast.
1 John Guillory, “The Ordeal of Middlebrow Culture”, review of The Western Canon (1994) by Harold Bloom,
Transition 67 (1995): 87.



study of the Bronté myth but combines these two types of project into one inquiry. Such an
approach makes sense in light of the fact that representations of the Brontés and adaptations
of their novels similarly conflate the authors with their heroines, construing the sisters’
biographies and literature as mutually illuminating. By considering such elisions, I hope to

elucidate how the Bronté myth influences adaptations of the sisters’ novels and vice versa.

To investigate contemporary conceptualisations of the feminine creative imagination, this
thesis will concentrate upon the cultural afterlives of CB, AB, Jane Eyre and Wildfell Hall. 1
have chosen not to examine the cultural afterlives of EB or Wuthering Heights even though
EB’s novel rivals and even exceeds the fame of Jane Eyre or Wildfell Hall. As I mentioned,
Wuthering Heights does not give feminine creativity the same thematic prominence as either
Jane Eyre or Wildfell Hall. 1 have also elected to leave aside the sisters’ poetry and juvenilia,
AB’s Agnes Grey (1847) as well as CB’s Shirley (1849), Villette (1853) and The Professor
(1857). None of these other works has inspired the same dense network of cultural allusions
or adaptations as Jane Eyre or Wildfell Hall. Comparing the cultural afterlives of these two
novels, furthermore, opens up new questions about their cultural dissemination and the
construction of their authors’ literary reputations. Why, for example, are CB and Jane Eyre so
much more famous than AB and Wildfell Hall? To what extent can we attribute the different
cultural statuses of these two sisters and these two novels to their conceptualisation of the

feminine creative imagination?

By examining the conceptualisation of the Brontés’ genius and the feminine creative
imagination, I also want to identify and consider the influence of second-wave feminism upon
contemporary middlebrow culture. Of course, the Brontés’ genius and femininity have been a

source of widespread intrigue since the publications of Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights and



Agnes Grey in 1847 under the male pseudonyms of Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell. Yet the
fascination with the sisters’ gender gained new dimensions thanks to second-wave feminist
critics who sought to re-conceptualise feminine creativity. | am most interested in the effect of
the work of Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar who re-examined the Brontés’ lives and
works in The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century
Literary Imagination (1979). In their study, Gilbert and Gubar asked “[w]hat does it mean to
be a woman writer in a culture whose fundamental definitions of literary authority are...both
overtly and covertly patriarchal?”'® Their question prompts further questions: how has
second-wave feminist literary criticism shaped how contemporary culture conceptualises the
creative imaginations of the Bront€s? And how does contemporary culture conceive of the
feminine creative imagination more generally? Through an exploration of these issues, I aim
to elucidate the complex legacy of second-wave feminism’s conceptualisation of the feminine

creative imagination upon middlebrow culture.

Throughout my examination of the middlebrow’s relationship with second-wave feminism, I
see different expressions of feminism occurring and overlapping in the different spheres of
the women’s movement, academic discourse as well as popular and middlebrow culture. Of
course, second-wave feminism can be understood first and foremost as a movement but one
that “never had a single, clearly defined common ideology or [has] been constituted around a
political party or a central organisation or leaders or an agreed policy or manifesto, or even

913

been based upon an agreed principle of collective action.” ” Feminism, moreover, required

“the establishment of women’s and gender studies within academia” to become “equated with

12 Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-
Century Literary Imagination, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale Nota Bene, 2000), 45-6.

PGeraldine Harris, Staging Femininities: Performance and Performativity (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1999), 9.
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a body of theory.” ™ Even so, I want to resist clear-cut distinctions and do not presume that

feminism must remain “in an ‘outside’, and vanguard position” or that “a ‘real’ feminism and

‘authentic’ feminism exists outside of popular culture.” "

Rather, I view popular and
middlebrow culture as in conversation with and contributing to other forms of feminist

discourse.

As numerous scholars have observed, feminism exists in a complex relationship with popular
culture. Joanne Hollows and Rachel Moseley point out that “most people’s initial knowledge
and understanding of feminism has been formed within the popular and through
representation”. '® Commenting upon this matter, Imelda Whelehan advises recognising the
fact that “feminism is characterized and defined by the fiction and films that attempt to
represent it, echo its ideas, or even discredit it. It is better, surely, to acknowledge ‘feminist’
interventions wherever they appear” rather than separating the “party faithful” from more
popular, commercially successful examples.'” Yet the issue is complicated by the fact that
many commentators perceive contemporary popular culture to be postfeminist. As subsequent
chapters will explain, postfeminism is “a set of assumptions widely disseminated within
popular media forms having to do with the pastness of feminism, whether that supposed
pastness is merely noted, mourned, or celebrated.”'® Because I am interested in the legacies of
feminism, I have chosen to focus upon Gilbert and Gubar due to the fact that their scholarship
constitutes an interesting site of convergence. In the second chapter, I will discuss more fully
how Gilbert and Gubar drew upon the ideals of second-wave activists in their work as literary

critics whilst becoming emblems of the movement within popular and middlebrow culture.

' Harris, Staging Femininities, 9.

"> Joanne Hollows and Rachel Moseley, “Popularity Contests: The Meanings of Popular Feminism”, in
Feminism in Popular Culture, ed. Joanne Hollows and Rachel Moseley (Oxford: Berg, 2006), 2, 1.

' Hollows and Moseley, “Popularity Contests”, 2.

" Imelda Whelehan, The Feminist Bestseller: From Sex and the Single Girl fo Sex and the City (Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 73.

' Yvonne Tasker and Diane Negra, “Introduction”, in Interrogating Postfeminism: Gender and the Politics of
Popular Culture, ed. Yvonne Tasker and Diane Negra (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 1.



Throughout its investigation, this thesis will return to the question of whether the Brontés’
novels or the contemporary neo-Victorian fictions or adaptations under examination can be
classified as feminist. We face a difficult task when deciding what does and does not
constitute “feminism” or a “feminist work”. Conscious of this matter, I discuss the many
forms of and competing discourses contained within feminism throughout the following
chapters. At the same time, I will repeatedly analyse how the (contemporary and Victorian)
examples under discussion construe the relationship between women’s personal and collective
empowerment. [ am particularly interested in the extent to which representations of individual
creative women elucidate the broader effects of living in a patriarchal society on women. At
its most basic level, this thesis designates a work to be feminist if the work displays a broader
awareness—however imperfect (or even unwittingly exclusionary)—of women’s

systematically enforced disadvantages within a patriarchal culture.

By focusing upon feminism’s relationship with middlebrow culture, I engage with a term that
tends to be associated with the interwar period and is frequently used in a derogatory sense.
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word applies to things “regarded as
intellectually unchallenging or of limited intellectual or cultural value” or a person “who is
only moderately intellectual or who has average or limited cultural interests (sometimes with
the implication of pretentions to more than this)”."” Because of such perceived pretentions,
the middlebrow is sometimes defined as part of industrialised, mass culture and a “watered-
» 20

down version of a more authentic high culture”.”” Indicatively, Dwight Macdonald argues that

what he calls “midcult” has the “essential qualities of Masscult—the formula, the built-in

¥ Oxford English Dictionary, “middlebrow, n. and adj.”, OED Online, accessed April 10, 2015,
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/252048.

*Janice Radway, 4 Feeling for Books: The Book-Of-the-Month Club, Literary Taste, and Middle-Class Desire
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 12.



reaction, the lack of any standard except popularity—but it decently covers them with a
cultural figleaf.”*' Yet Janice Radway contests this perception and proposes that we should
understand the middlebrow as a “culture with its own particular substance and intellectual

9922

coherence.””” In contrast, Nicola Humble argues that it “is not a fixed designation, there is no

such thing as ‘middlebrow literature’. It is a category into which texts move at certain

9923

moments in their social history.”” But from Beth Driscoll’s perspective, “it is possible to

maintain an awareness of this historical burden and its legacy in contemporary culture and

still use the [term] middlebrow analytically.”**

Throughout this thesis, I engage with the debate concerning the unstable definition and status
of the middlebrow whilst demonstrating the middlebrow’s long-running fascination with the
Brontés and the feminine creative imagination. According to Humble, middlebrow interwar
women writers frequently invoked the Brontés and their novels for the purpose of creating “a
web of cross reference and echo, as a sort of sub-genre, and in so doing [they] establish a

distinct identity for their readers.””

In addition to its entrenched preoccupation with the
Brontés, middlebrow culture possesses an established association with feminine producers
and consumers whilst acting as a forum for the exploration of feminist issues. For example,
Xiaotian Jin argues that the interwar feminine middlebrow novel frequently enacts women’s
“quest for a modern sexual and gender identity”.** Building on such insights, the first chapter

will challenge the strict periodization of the middlebrow. Once I have argued for the

concept’s continued usefulness, I will be able to investigate how second-wave feminist

*! Dwight Macdonald, Against the American Grain (New York: Vintage, 1962), 37.

** Radway, 4 Feeling for Books, 12.

» Elke D’hoker, “Theorizing the Middlebrow: An Interview with Nicola Humble”, Interférences
Littéraires/Literaire Interferenties 7 (2011): 260.

** Beth Driscoll, The New Literary Middlebrow: Tastemakers and Reading in the Twenty-First Century
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 44.

** Nicola Humble, The Feminine Middlebrow Novel, 1920s to 1950s: Class, Domesticity and Bohemianism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 178.

*% Xiaotian Jin, “Battle of Femininity: Romantic Heroines and Modern Sexuality in the Interwar Middlebrow
Women’s Novel”, Women'’s History Review 24, no. 2 (2015): 253.



literary criticism has influenced contemporary middlebrow representations of the Brontés and
conceptualisations of the feminine creative imagination. Another reason for my decision to
concentrate upon middlebrow culture is that the wealth of material that could be included in
this thesis is vast and spans the cultural spectrum. Jane Eyre, for example, has inspired a
series of lithographs and pastels (2001-2) by the prominent artist Paula Rego”’ but was also
the subject of numerous allusions in E.L. James’s Fifty Shades trilogy (2011-2).>® Yet a
diverse range of cultural works exist between Rego’s illustrations and James’s mass-market
publishing phenomenon. Exploring between these two cultural extremes, this thesis aims to

illuminate contemporary middlebrow culture’s engagement with the Brontés’ lives and works.

This thesis’s concentration upon the middlebrow will be further justified in the next section,
which offers an overview of the relevant and existing scholarship from various fields. After
outlining the contribution this thesis seeks to make to these fields, I want to examine the
origins and the implications of the concept of creative genius. In this discussion, I aim to
demonstrate that the popular comprehension and the Brontés’ sense of their own creative
genius stem from Romantic theories of creative genius. Yet Romanticism frequently
marginalised women, denied the possibility of their genius and left a legacy that meant many
Victorian women writers struggled to conceptualise the feminine creative imagination.
Similarly to the Brontés and other Victorian women writers, many second-wave feminist
literary scholars and critics sought to reconceive the feminine creative imagination. But I will
also note that second-wave efforts to conceptualise femininity and creative genius resulted in
tensions between feminist theory and other theoretical frameworks. Before considering these

matters, [ wish to delineate the current state of research upon the Bronté myth and adaptations

*7 Paula Rego, Jane Eyre (London: Enitharmon, 2004).

* For example, James’s novels portray key scenes of erotic torture within a secret annex known as the Red
Room of Pain, recalling the bedroom in the early part of the novel where the young Jane is imprisoned. E.L.
James, Fifty Shades of Grey (London: Arrow, 2012).



to establish what original contribution this thesis aims to make to knowledge and to indicate

its wider significance.

Original Contribution to the Field(s)

This thesis seeks to demonstrate that middlebrow culture is heavily invested in exploring the
relationship between the Bronté myth, the sisters’ literary output and feminism. One of the
key aims is to glean insight into contemporary conceptualisations of the feminine creative
imagination by analysing the convergence of the Bronté myth and the cultural afterlives of the
sisters’ novels. Throughout this study, I argue that adaptations of the Brontés’ novels often
deploy the writers’ lives as a source of inspiration with far-reaching ramifications for the
conceptualisation of the sisters’ creativity. This overlap is widely acknowledged, but prior
studies have tended to address the Brontés’ biomythology and the cultural afterlives of their
works separately. Yet popular culture also elides Jane Austen’s biography and novels, and
this phenomenon has already attracted the attention of critics and scholars. In her analysis,
Deborah Cartmell points out that the “stubborn refusal to free the author [Austen] from her
fiction is especially present in adaptations of the two novels that provide bookends to her

2 Despite the similarities, Austen and the

career: Pride and Prejudice and Persuasion.
Brontés have had their lives and art blurred in distinct and even contrasting ways. The
implications of this difference will receive further consideration at several points in this thesis

with the intention of elucidating the middlebrow’s conceptualisation of the feminine creative

imagination and genius.

At the same time, this thesis aims to complement, update and expand existing studies of the

Bronté myth. As early as 1950, the extent of the myth had inspired an article by Walter R.

* Deborah Cartmell, “Becoming Jane in Screen Adaptations of Austen’s Fiction”, in The Writer on Film:
Screening Literary Authorship, ed. Judith Buchanan (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 151.
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Cunliffe entitled “The Brontés in Other People’s Books™.”” The first major work in this area,

however, is Miller’s The Bronté Myth (2001), a “metabiography” that provides a
comprehensive overview of the construction and continuation of the cult surrounding the
Bronté sisters.’' The Bronté Myth examines the period from the Victorian era until the late
1990s and mentions several adaptations of Jane Eyre. Yet such material remains peripheral to
the study and Miller primarily focuses upon depictions of the sisters. Since then, Miller has
produced a follow-up article to “offer one writer’s personal reflections in retrospect on the
whys, hows, and problematics of afterlife study” rather than “add to the burgeoning
» 32

cornucopia of recorded Brontéana”.”” Her comment reflects the growth of scholarship in this

arca.

Since The Bronté Myth, other scholars and critics have addressed the often surprising
instances in which the Bronté myth has been disseminated and transmuted in the Anglophone
world and beyond. One of the more unexpected examples is the postmodern, gender-bending
Hungarian play Bronté-K (1992) that has been the subject of an essay by Marta Minier.>> The
diversity and international flavour of the Bronté myth is also made apparent in Patsy
Stoneman’s chapter in The Cambridge Companion to the Brontés (2002).>* Prior to this
overview essay, Stoneman had also considered invocations of the literary family in young

adult and children’s fiction,” the profusion of which has led Kelly Hager to identify a

3 Walter R. Cunliffe, “The Brontés in Other People’s Books”, Bronté Society Transactions 11, no. 5 (1950):
332-6.

! Miller, The Bronté Myth, x.

32 Lucasta Miller, “Lives and Afterlives: The Bronté Myth Revisited”, Bronté Studies 39, no. 4 (2014): 254.

> Marta Minier, “Living and (Re)Writing Against the Odds: Embroidering the Brontés into the Hungarian
Postmodern”, in Loving Against the Odds: Women’s Writing in English in a European Context, ed. Elizabeth
Russell (Bern: Peter Lang, 2006), 125-39.

** Patsy Stoneman, “The Bronté Myth”, in The Cambridge Companion to the Brontés, ed. Heather Glen
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 214-41.

33 Patsy Stoneman, “The Brontés in Other People’s Childhoods”, Bronté Society Transactions 23, no. 1 (1998):
3-16.
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“curious subgenre” that she calls “‘Bronté for Kids’”.>® More recently, Stoneman has drawn
on recent Bronté biographical fiction to explore the “hybrid status of the Bronté myth which,
unlike the unhistorical events of, for instance, Greek myth, is tied to documented history.”’
In this work, Stoneman considers twenty-five different novels written between 1956 and 2010
that she sees as “a fruitful field for further research”.’® I discuss some of the same novels but
in significantly more depth and with a focus on constructions of the Brontés’ feminine
creative imaginations. As the first sustained and focused consideration of representations of

the sisters’ creativity, this thesis demonstrates that middlebrow culture regards the Brontés’

lives and art as providing powerful paradigms for the feminine creative imagination.

Though I am engaging with scholarship on the mythologies of CB and the Bronté family
collectively, I also aim to rectify the critical neglect of AB’s cultural afterlives. In The Bronté
Myth, Miller focuses upon CB and EB on the basis that AB “has never taken on the mythic
stature of her sisters in her own right. Though she has now been rediscovered, for most of her
posthumous life she was regarded as the least interesting sister”.’” Building upon Miller’s
assessment, this thesis analyses AB’s individual mythology in conjunction with her critical re-
evaluation and re-emergence in middlebrow culture as an explicitly feminist writer. Some
insight can be gleaned from articles on the youngest Bronté by Marion Shaw, Stevie Davies
and Marianne Thormihlen.*” Though helpful, their scholarship primarily examines AB’s

changing critical reputation and gives limited consideration to her cultural presence. Yet shifts

*® Kelly Hager, “Bronté for Kids”, Children’s Literature Association Quarterly 30, no. 3 (2005): 314.

*7 Patsy Stoneman, “Sex, Crimes and Secrets: Invention and Imbroglio in Recent Bronté Biographical Fiction”,
Bronté Studies 39, no. 4 (2014): 341.

*% Stoneman, “Sex, Crimes and Secrets”, 341.

* Miller, The Bronté Myth, xi.

40 Marion Shaw, “Anne Bronté: A Quiet Feminist”, Bronté Studies 38, no. 4 (1994): 330-8; Stevie Davies, “The
Pilgrimage of Anne Bronté: A Celebration of her Life and Work”, Bronté Society Transactions 25, no. 1 (2000):
9-17; Marianne Thormihlen, “Standing Alone: Anne Bronté out of the Shadow”, Bronté Studies 39, no. 4
(2014): 330-40.
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in AB’s critical reputation have facilitated her partial comeback in middlebrow culture, which

will be delineated in the fourth chapter.

Additionally, this thesis intends to contribute to the field of “Bronté Transformations” by
examining the cultural afterlives of Jane Eyre and Wildfell Hall. With the latter, I am
breaking new ground as all of the existing studies have focused upon the critical and popular
fortunes of Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights. The foundational critical work in this area is
Stoneman’s Bronté Transformations: The Cultural Dissemination of Jane Eyre and
Wauthering Heights (1996).%' In this study, Stoneman presents a history of Jane Eyre
derivatives in various media dating from 1848 until 1997. As Stoneman perceptively notes,
“[f]rom this distance in time, ‘Charlotte Bronté’ is as much a textual construct as ‘Jane Eyre’,
and there is no way of preventing our knowledge of one influencing the way we read the

other.”*

Bronté Transformations devotes a chapter to biographical representations of the
Brontés between 1855 and 1946. Yet Stoneman’s study and subsequent scholarship fail to
consider in detail how more recent cultural adaptations, reworkings and engagements with
Jane Eyre influence understandings of the Brontés’ creative imaginations. This thesis
addresses the lacuna by examining a variety of adaptations with the specific aim of

uncovering how CB and AB’s lives are referenced and alluded to within reworkings of Jane

Eyre and Wildfell Hall for various media.

Bronté Transformations inspired further scholarship that elucidates the diversity of Jane
Eyre’s cultural afterlives. John Seelye’s Jane Eyre’s American Daughters: From The Wide,
Wide World to Anne of Green Gables—A Study of Marginalised Maidens and What They

Mean (2005) examines the novels of several American women writers published between

* Patsy Stoneman, Bronté Transformations: The Cultural Dissemination of Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights
(London: Prentice Hall/Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1996).
2 Stoneman, Bronté Transformations, 154.

13



1850 and 1908 that rework Jane Eyre’s “Cinderella” narrative.” Also foregrounding fairy
tales, Heta Pyrhonen’s Bluebeard Gothic: Jane Eyre and Its Progeny (2010) offers a
psychoanalytic interpretation of the “Bluebeard” plot in Jane Eyre and several rewritings of
the text, dating from 1872 to 2002.* Recently, Carl Plasa has sought to enlarge our
understanding of Jane Eyre’s transatlantic dissemination and to illuminate “the role the novel
plays in the shaping of late nineteenth-century literature.”** These studies restrict their focus
to fiction and fail to consider the reworkings of Jane Eyre in other media. The narrative’s
adaptation in a variety of forms, including novels, films, theatre, opera and dance receive
consideration in Margarete Rubik and Elke Mettinger-Schartmann’s collection of essays
entitled A Breath of Fresh Eyre: Intertextual and Intermedial Reworkings of Jane Eyre
(2007).%® Additionally, a burgeoning field of research examines the dissemination of the
Brontés’ works in range of media beyond Europe and the United States. Shouhua Qi and
Jacqueline Padgett, for example, have edited a collection entitled The Bronté Sisters in Other
Wor(l)ds (2014).%” The essays in this volume consider the transportation of the Brontés’
works (primarily Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights) to China, the Caribbean, Mexico, Japan,

Australia and other cultural contexts.*®

Jane Eyre’s cultural legacies and proliferating adaptations in a range of forms and different
cultural contexts have inspired myriad articles, book chapters and sections of monographs.

For example, Rebecca White examines the BBC’s 2006 serialisation of Jane Eyre to delineate

* John Seelye, Jane Eyre’s American Daughters: From The Wide, Wide World to Anne of Green Gable—A
Study of Marginalised Maidens and What They Mean (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2005).

* Heta Pyrhonen, Bluebeard Gothic: Jane Eyre and Its Progeny (Toronto: University of Toronto Press), 2010.

4 Carl Plasa, “Prefigurements and Afterlives: Bertha Mason’s Literary Histories”, Bronté Studies 39, no. 1
(2014): 6.

* Margarete Rubik and Elke Mettinger-Schartmann, ed., 4 Breath of Fresh Eyre: Intertextual and Intermedial
Reworkings of Jane Eyre (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007).

*7 Shouhua Qi and Jacqueline Padgett, ed., The Bronté Sisters in Other Wor(l)ds (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2014).

* For a detailed overview of scholarship upon the Brontés’ dissemination outside of Europe or the United States,
see Shouhua Qi and Jacqueline Padgett, “Introduction”, in The Bronté Sisters in Other Wor(l)ds, ed. Shouhua Qi
and Jacqueline Padgett (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 1-18.
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this production’s engagement with CB’s novel but also previous costume drama adaptations.*
The same adaptation and another young-adult novel are discussed in Katie Kapurch’s article
examining neo-Victorian constructions of girlhood.® This small selection indicates the
variety of Jane Eyre’s cultural afterlives and potential directions that this thesis could have
taken. To narrow the focus and distinguish this thesis from existing scholarship, I concentrate
upon examining the ways in which different reworkings of Jane Eyre draw upon the Bronté
myth and construct the feminine creative imagination in recent fiction, television, film and

radio.

I anchor this investigation further through my exploration of how the Bronté myth and
adaptations of the sisters’ novels respond to the feminist discourse that has grown up around
Jane Eyre and Wildfell Hall. The relationship between feminism and Jane Eyre costume
drama adaptations has inspired some previous—and now rather dated—scholarship.’’ But a
number of useful studies exist upon the critical and feminist reception and reputations of the
Brontés and their novels. Of these, the most significant is an essay in a collection by Cora
Kaplan entitled “Heroines, Hysteria and History: Jane Eyre and her Critics”.>* Kaplan
identifies Jane Eyre as a “Western cultural monument which has moved generations of its

"> This piece outlines the

mainly woman readers to tears of desire and rage, as well as loss.
critical reception of CB’s “most enduring novel” with a special emphasis upon “those

assessments which consider Jane Eyre in direct or oblique relationship to its proto-feminist

* Rebecca White, “Fresh Eyre: How Original is Sandy White’s Televised Jane Eyre”, Bronté Studies 33, no. 2
(2008): 136-47.

>0 Katie Kapurch, ““Why Can’t you Love me the Way I am?: Fairy-tales, Girlhood and Agency in Neo-Victorian
Visions of Jane Eyre”, Neo-Victorian Studies 5, no. 1 (2012): 89-116.

> For example, Kate Ellis and E. Ann Kaplan, “Feminism in Bronté’s Jane Eyre and its Film Versions”, in
Nineteenth-Century Women at the Movies: Adapting Classic Women’s Fiction to Film, ed. Barbara Tepa Lupack
(Bowling Green: Bowling Green State University, 1999), 192-206.

>* Cora Kaplan, Victoriana: Histories, Fictions, Criticism (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 15-36.
> Kaplan, Victoriana, 15.
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themes.”>*

Kaplan also acknowledges “an astonishing compendium of Jane Eyre spin-offs:
imitation, prequel, sequel, adaptation and pastiche” and she includes some consideration of
Rego’s lithographs.” Yet Kaplan does not inspect the effects of the critical discourse on the
popular afterlives of the novel. Building upon these foundations, this thesis intends to

adumbrate the intersections between the Bront€ myth, Jane Eyre, Wildfell Hall and second-

wave feminism in middlebrow culture.

Although prior studies have examined popular culture, this thesis offers the first sustained
consideration of and attempt to situate the Bronté€s’ myth and adaptations of their novels
within contemporary middlebrow culture. Other studies acknowledge the broad appeal of the
Brontés’ lives and work but set aside the issue of cultural status or concentrate upon the more
obvious extremes of “high art” and “mass culture”. Such research often seeks to adumbrate
how the Brontés and their novels permeate the cultural spectrum and, as a consequence,
illustrate the fluidity of cultural divisions. Indicatively, Stoneman’s Bronté Transformations
dispenses with “traditional notions of literary value” and insists upon the necessity of
regarding “high and low culture as a continuum”.>® Similarly, the introduction to A4 Breath of
Fresh Eyre pointedly notes that Hollywood films and “[n]o less a librettist than David
Malouf” have reworked Jane Eyre’s narrative.”’ These references implicitly recognise an
artistic hierarchy in which opera ranks higher than mainstream cinema but further analysis of
these distinctions is unforthcoming. Likewise, Miller recalls that The Bronté Myth “gathered
» 58

together a host of raw materials ranging across the cultural spectrum”.” Throughout her

study, Miller traces the Brontés’ critical reputation alongside their appropriation and

>* Kaplan, Victoriana, 16.

> Kaplan, Victoriana, 31.

°® Stoneman, Bronté Transformations, 1.

°7 Margarete Rubik and Elke Mettinger-Schartmann, “Introduction”, in A Breath of Fresh Eyre: Intertextual and
Intermedial Reworkings of Jane Eyre, ed. Margarete Rubik and Elke Mettinger-Schartmann (Amsterdam:
Rodopi, 2007), 12.

¥ Miller, “Lives and Afterlives”, 254.
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commodification by mass culture that has transformed the family name into a biscuit brand.>”
Otherwise, Miller devotes limited attention to the Brontés in middlebrow culture apart from a
few examples dating from when the term was in common use during the interwar era and the

mid-twentieth century.

Existing scholarship on these periods has demonstrated that the Brontés’ lives and works have
been a recurrent reference point in middlebrow culture. In The Feminine Middlebrow Novel
1920s to 1950s: Class, Domesticity, and Bohemianism (2001), Humble posits that “familiarity
with the Brontés’ lives and works is used in a number of novels as a test of the personal,
intellectual and social worth of individuals.”®® Since Humble’s important study, Erica Brown
has also written on two middlebrow novelists’ engagement with the Brontés’ lives and art in
Comedy and the Feminine Middlebrow Novel: Elizabeth von Arnim and Elizabeth Taylor
(2013). From Brown’s perspective, both writers are “self-consciously positioning themselves

»%l Brown’s observation hints at the

as part of a tradition of distinctly feminine literature.
significance of the Brontés’ creative imagination for middlebrow women’s writing. As this

remark also elucidates, the middlebrow has entrenched connotations of femininity that apply

not just to fiction but also other forms of culture associated with female consumers.

Building upon this research, this thesis examines the ways that the Brontés and their novels
circulate within contemporary middlebrow culture. More specifically, I am interested in the
middlebrow as a feminised cultural space that has consistently employed the Brontés to
reconceptualise the feminine creative imagination. At the same time, my consideration of the

middlebrow recognises the value of suspending judgments about the distinctions between

> Miller, The Bronté Myth, 107-8.

% Nicola Humble, The Feminine Middlebrow Novel, 1920s to 1950s: Class, Domesticity and Bohemianism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 178.

%! Erica Brown, Comedy and the Feminine Middlebrow Novel: Elizabeth von Arnim and Elizabeth Taylor
(London: Pickering & Chatto, 2013), 4.
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“high” and “low” culture and I am careful throughout this thesis not to lose sight of the
fluidity of cultural boundaries. Indeed, the first chapter argues that the concept of the
middlebrow frequently foregrounds the instability and mutability of cultural distinctions.
Before I explain this and other features of the middlebrow, I want to think about the origins of
the mythologies surrounding the Brontés’ creative imaginations. According to Terry Eagleton,
the literary sisters are an “idiosyncratic English phenomenon which might well give one the

. . . 62
impression of having sprung from nowhere.”

To understand the source of this impression, |
want to consider the foundations of the Bronté myth, particularly the role of CB, who

influentially took charge of and shaped the Bront€ sisters’ collective mythology after EB and

AB died in 1848 and 1849.

Romantic and Victorian Conceptualisations of Genius

How did the understanding arise that the Brontés’ creative imaginations sprang “from
nowhere”? In part, the Bronté sisters themselves were responsible because they cultivated
creative identities that heightened the mystery of their literary talents. All three sisters
constructed individual reputations for themselves during their literary careers but they also
associated themselves with each other by publishing as the Bell brothers. When she became
the sole living Bronté sibling, CB decided that she would reveal her sisters’ real names in the
“Biographical Notice of Ellis and Acton Bell” that she wrote for the second edition of
Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey in 1850. In her tribute to her sisters’ lives, CB stated that
neither

Emily nor Anne was learned; they had no thought of filling their pitchers at the

well-spring of other minds; they always wrote from the impulse of nature, the

dictates of intuition, and from such stores of observation as their limited
experience had enabled them to amass.*

62 Terry Eagleton, “Introduction to the Anniversary Edition” in Myths of Power, ann. ed. (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2005), xix.

63 Charlotte Bronté, “Biographical Notice on Ellis and Acton Bell”, in The Letters of Charlotte Bronté, 1848-51,
vol 2., ed. Margaret Smith (Oxford: Clarendon, 2000), 747.
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CB not only emphasised EB and AB’s lack of education but also suggested that their literary
works were an outlet for their ‘natural’, socially uncorrupted, inner genius. Such an
explanation has much in common with the representation of the heroine’s internalised creative
imagination in Jane Eyre. In both cases, CB drew upon the conceptualisation of creativity by
an earlier cultural movement: Romanticism. Romanticism not only informed the Brontés’
work but has also shaped popular culture’s understanding of the creative genius as “an
outsider figure, rapt in imaginative experience, one beyond full comprehension.”®* This
section outlines the Romantic origins of this concept and then turns to consider the effects of

its legacy upon the Brontés and women writers in the Victorian era.

“Romantic genius” is less of a coherent concept than a cluster of characteristics and
associations. Modern usage of the term “genius” suggests an individual with “[i]nnate
intellectual or creative power of an exceptional or exalted type” and an “instinctive and
extraordinary capacity for imaginative creation, original thought, invention, or discovery”.®’
Such an understanding of creative genius emerged from the wider cultural, intellectual and
historical context of eighteenth-century Europe, which led to an “unprecedented interest
among writers and readers in the subject of genius and, in particular, in examining and
discussing the personal characteristics and life histories of ‘great men’” in nineteenth-century
Britain.®® Growing up in this cultural atmosphere, the Bronté children were admirers of a

number of “great men”, such as the printmaker and artist John Martin, whose life-long and

“hypnotic” effect upon CB and her writing will be discussed in the third chapter.®’ The Bronté

64 Adam White, “John Clare and Poetic ‘Genius’”, Authorship 3, no. 2 (2014): 7.

% Oxford English Dictionary, “genius, n. and adj.”, OED Online, accessed April 01, 2015,
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/77607.

% David Higgins, Romantic Genius and the Literary Magazine: Biography, Celebrity, Politics (London:
Routledge, 2005), 1.

67 Christine Alexander, ““The Burning Clime’: Charlotte Bronté and John Martin”, Nineteenth-Century
Literature 50, no. 3 (1995): 286.
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siblings’ other personal heroes included the Duke of Wellington and the “Big Six” Romantic

poets: Wordsworth, Coleridge, Blake, Shelley, Keats and Byron.®®

Wider cultural currents might have nurtured the young Brontés’ fascination with these genius
figures but the poets themselves encouraged their own celebrity through their poetic theories
that proclaimed the power, originality and exceptionality of their poetic imaginations. As
Julian North points out, their
self-mythologizing works, together with their popular and critical afterlives,
have left us with the image of the Romantic poet as an inspired originator, a
visionary prophet, a solitary figure, simultaneously authoring himself and his
art; a man who is heroically but also tragically alienated from his society.®’
One of the most influential pronouncements upon the creative imagination comes from
William Wordsworth’s “Preface” (1800) to the Lyrical Ballads where he posits that “Poetry is
the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its origin from emotion recollected in
tranquillity”. " With this claim, Wordsworth advanced an understanding of poetry as
expressive, grounded in feeling and artlessly instinctive. The value of emotion reflects a
broader cultural appreciation for subjectivity that contests the Enlightenment’s earlier
emphasis on rationality. Expressing similar views in “A Defence of Poetry” (1821), Percy
Bysshe Shelley asserts that “Reason is the enumeration of quantities already known;
Imagination the perception of the value of those quantities, both separately and as a whole.

Reason respects the differences, and Imagination the similitude of things.””"

% For a discussion of Wellington’s influence on CB, see Christine Alexander, “Charlotte Bronté, Autobiography,
and the Image of the Hero”, Bronté Studies 36, no. 1 (2011): 1-19. A considerable amount of scholarship exists
on the influence of individual poets on the literary sisters. For example, Patsy Stoneman, “‘Addresses from the
Land of the Dead’: Emily Bronté and Shelley”, Bronté Studies 31, no. 2 (2006): 121-31; Michael O’Neill,
““Visions Rise, and Change’: Emily Bronté and Male Romantic Poetry”, Bronté Studies 36, no. 1 (2011): 57-63.
%% Julian North, “Romantic Genius on Screen: Jane Campion’s Bright Star (2009) and Julien Temple’s
Pandaemonium (2009)”, in The Writer On Film: Screening Literary Authorships, ed. Judith Buchanan
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 77.

" William Wordsworth, “Prefaces of 1800 and 1802 to William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge,
Lyrical Ballads, ed. R.L. Brett and A.R. Jones (London: Methuen, 1963), 260.

! Percy Bysshe Shelley, “A Defence of Poetry”, in The Major Works, ed. Zacharay Leader and Michael O’Neill
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 674-5.

20



A similar retreat from rationality in favour of feeling occurs in John Keats’s much-debated
phrase “Negative Capability”. In a letter to his brothers, Keats asserts that Shakespeare’s
genius derives from his “Negative Capability, that is when man is capable of being in
uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason”.”> As well
as turning away from reason, Keats proposes the significance of emotional empathy when he
attempts to theorise his concept of the “camelion Poet”.” He states that a “Poet is the most
unpoetic of any thing in existence; because he has no Identity—The Sun, the Moon, the Sea
and Men and Women who are creatures of impulse are poetical and have about them an

29

unchangeable attribute—the poet has none: no identity”.”* In another letter, Keats also
contends that “if Poetry comes not as naturally as the Leaves to a tree, it had better not come

at all.”” Such a declaration encapsulates Romanticism’s emphasis on the unstudied

“naturalness” of the poet’s creative imagination.

The extent to which Romanticism shaped the Brontés’ imaginations becomes apparent if we
consider CB’s life-long influence by and allusions to the poetry and legend of Byron. During
her late-teenage years, CB indulged in what Fannie Ratchford dubbed an “orgy of Byronism”
during which she obsessively read the poet’s work.”® In CB’s early writings, Byron’s life and
work served as a significant inspiration for the Duke of Zamorna with his “changing, ever-
darkening, vengeful moods, his cynicism, defiance of conventional morality” and “fatal

magnetism” on women. ' Critics have viewed CB as continuing to engage with and

2 John Keats, letter to George and Tom Keats, December 21, 1817, in Letters of John Keats: A Selection, ed.
Robert Gittings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 41.

3 John Keats, letter to Richard Woodhouse, October 27, 1818, in Letters of John Keats: A Selection, ed. Robert
Gittings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 157.

4 Keats, letter to Richard Woodhouse, October 27, 1818, 157.

3 John Keats, letter to John Taylor, February 27, 1818, in Letters of John Keats: A Selection, ed. Robert Gittings
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 70.

’® Fannie Ratchford, The Brontés’ Web of Childhood (New York: Columbia University Press, 1941), 84.

7 Christine Alexander, The Early Writings of Charlotte Bronté (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983), 117, 118.
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interrogate Byron’s writings and the Byronic hero in her later fiction, particularly in the form
of Jane Eyre’s Rochester. " According to Sarah Wootton, CB’s “success with the Byronic
type replicates that of her Romantic predecessor. Just as Byron capitalised on the popularity
of several pre-existing literary figures, so Bronté selected traits from his most notable heroes”
to characterise Rochester.”” Similarly, Stoneman argues that the Byronic Zamorna is the
prototype for Rochester who also “has smouldering dark looks and a powerful black horse.
Like him, he has a crimson drawing-room and a history of entanglements with women. Like

him, he is unaccountably moody and hints at hidden sorrows.”™

The other Brontés are also known to have engaged with Byron’s poetry and myth. Critics
frequently argue, for example, that Wuthering Heights’s Heathcliff is also cast in a Byronic
mould. “Through Heathcliff”, Andrew Elfenbein states, “Emily presents the Byronic lover at
his best and at his worst, and reveals that the two are the same.”®' If CB and EB tend to be
construed as reworking Byron in Rochester and Heathcliff, however, AB is often understood
as reworking Rochester and Heathcliff in Arthur Huntingdon. Edward Chitham, for example,

82
7 Ina

posits that “it is hard not to see Anne’s novel as a corrective to Emily’s soft nonsense.
similar vein, Jill Matus argues that whereas Jane Eyre “invests male dominance and mastery

. . . . 83 .
with allure, men are least attractive when commanding” in AB’s novel.”” For Caroline

"8 For example, Tanya Llewellyn, ““The Fiery Imagination’: Charlotte Bronté, the Arabian Nights and Byron’s
Turkish Tales”, Bronté Studies 37, no. 3 (2012): 216-26.

7 Sarah Wootton, “‘Picturing in Me a Hero of Romance’: The Legacy of Jane Eyre’s Byronic Hero”, in 4
Breath of Fresh Eyre, ed. Margarete Rubik and Elke Mettinger-Schartmann (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007), 230-1.
80 Patsy Stoneman, “Rochester and Heathcliff as Romantic Heroes”, Bronté Studies 36, no. 1 (2011): 113.

1 Andrew Elfenbein, Byron and the Victorians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 157.

%2 Edward Chitham, “Diverging Twins: Some Clues to Wildfell Hall”, in Bronté Facts and Bronté Problems, ed.
Edward Chitham and Tom Winifrith (London: Macmillan, 1983), 100.

%3 Jill Matus, ““Strong Family Likeness’: Jane Eyre and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall”, in The Cambridge
Companion to the Brontés, ed. Heather Glen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 109.
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Franklin, these intertextual connections indicate that AB’s “second novel implicitly charged

Emily and Charlotte with residual Byromania.”*

Yet CB and EB were not alone either in their infatuation with Byron or their habit of adopting
poets and other public figures as personal heroes. Christine Alexander remarks that
nineteenth-century hero-worship took a number of forms, including the “celebrity status of
the type created by Byron in his identification with his fictional hero and the popular
adulation of his figure by admiring women in the street and at soirées while he was still in
England”.® According to David Higgins, “Romantic emphasis on the individual
consciousness behind artistic creation—and on the exceptional nature of genius—contributed
to an increasing fascination with the personalities and private lives of creative artists.”™
Frequently, this interest in the life of a genius led to the obfuscation of any works produced by
that genius. The clearest example of this phenomenon is the cult surrounding Byron that
“resulted from what was perceived to be his personality as much as his poems.”®’ Even when
his poetry was examined, many readers “supposed that his poems provided an almost
unmediated knowledge of his mind. The most secret, intimate aspects of his personality were

8% In this respect, Romanticism and its conceptualisation of

widely felt to be public property.
genius instigated a culture of literary celebrity that anticipates and continues to manifest

around the Brontés.

Though informing our understanding of the Brontés’ creative imaginations, the concept of

Romantic genius exists in a contentious relationship with femininity. According to a number

% Caroline Franklin, The Female Romantics: Nineteenth-Century Women Novelists and Byronism (London:
Routledge, 2013), 127.

% Alexander, “Charlotte Bronté, Autobiography, and the Image of the Hero”, 2-4.

% Higgins, Romantic Genius and the Literary Magazine, 3.

¥7 Elfenbein, Byron and the Victorians, 9.

88 Elfenbein, Byron and the Victorians, 13.
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of feminist critics, Romanticism constitutes a retreat from reason that co-opted feminine
characteristics for male writers whilst excluding women and denying the possibility of their
genius. Of course, the assumption that women’s artistic capabilities were inferior to men’s
talents was not a novel belief. But Christine Battersby argues that Romanticism added “a
distinctly new feel” to ingrained cultural misogyny because “qualities previously downgraded
as ‘feminine’ had become valuable as a consequence of radical changes in aesthetic taste and

aesthetic theory.””’

Higgins notes that although “the Romantic genius was supposed to have
qualities such as sensibility and intuition, which were traditionally associated with femininity,
he was almost always imagined as a virile, masculine figure.””® Similarly, Anne K. Mellor
observes that male Romantics not only claimed feminine characteristics but also silenced
women and appropriated their influence in the realms of “emotion, love and sensibility”.”!
Consequently, male Romantic poets usurped women’s “primary cultural authority as the
experts in delicate, tender feelings and, by extension, moral purity and goodness” even whilst
retaining their claims to intellectual superiority. > As Battersby opines, genius still
“apparently, required a penis. Indeed, the more psychically feminine genius appeared, the
louder the shout that went up: ‘It’s a boy!””””> So what effect did this discourse have on the

way that the Brontés and the middlebrow (as well as popular culture more generally) conceive

of the feminine creative imagination?

Commentators have long positioned the Brontés as inheritors of this Romantic tradition,

particularly EB who is often construed as the least feminine sister. Walter Pater, for example,
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pronounced that the “spirit of romanticism bore...characteristic fruit” in EB.”* More recently,
Francis O’Gorman has stated that EB’s poetry is “in persistent negotiation with its Romantic
inheritance”.”> Such a perception not only derives from EB’s literary work but also owes
much to CB’s “Biographical Notice”. In this account, CB declared that in “Emily’s nature the
extremes of vigour and simplicity seem to meet” and her description portrays EB as
possessing many of the qualities associated with Romantic genius, including spontaneity and
intuition.”® At the same time, CB implied that her sister’s genius was inextricable from her
more masculine attributes and relates that EB possessed “a secret power and fire that might
have informed the brain and kindled the veins of a hero” and was “[s]tronger than a man,
simpler than a child, her nature stood alone” [emphases added].”” CB initiated EB’s reputation
as not only the Bronté¢ most aligned with Romanticism but also as the most creatively
androgynous, even masculine, sister. This perception of Emily persists in critical, middlebrow
and popular discourse. Mellor, for example, describes EB as a “literary cross-dresser” whose
work simultaneously conforms to and resists “a specifically masculine Romanticism”.”®
Further illustrating the author’s renown for androgyny is Peter Kosminski’s film adaptation
Wuthering Heights (1992), which cast the shaven-headed, provocatively feminist singer

Sinead O’Connor in the role of EB.

In contrast to EB, AB tends to be viewed as the Bront€ most lacking in creative or Romantic
genius as well as the most feminine sister. Once again, we can attribute much of this
impression to CB’s “Biographical Notice”, which offers a character sketch of AB with only

limited consideration of her literary achievements. Comparing AB with EB, CB proposes that

** Walter Pater, “Postscript” to Appreciations (1889) in The Brontés: The Critical Heritage, ed. Miriam Allott
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the youngest Bronté was “milder and more subdued; she wanted the power, the fire, the
originality of her sister, but was well-endowed with quiet virtues of her own.”*” Additionally,
CB asserts that AB’s quiet virtues settled as a “nun-like veil, which was rarely lifted” upon
her feelings and mind.'” This feminised simile turns our attention away from AB’s literary
achievements and towards her womanly reserve, modesty and religious devotion. In this
account, CB emphasises her sister’s blameless life to counteract the controversy surrounding
Wildfell Hall. To this end, she identifies gentleness and mildness as AB’s defining qualities to
erase her youngest sister’s individuality and other characteristics. Through such a manoeuvre,
she portrays AB as an anonymous bit player in the larger drama of the Bronté family,

particularly in comparison to EB’s masculine genius.

We can further perceive the tension between genius and femininity if we consider the
reception of CB and her work. Although the Brontés published under male names in the hope
of deflecting attention away from their gender, their attempts to hide their identities
inadvertently stoked much conjecture about the Bell brothers. Commenting upon the
speculation in a review of Jane Eyre, Elizabeth Rigby contended in 1848 that “if we ascribe
the book to a woman at all, we have no alternative but to ascribe it to one who has, for some
sufficient reason, long forfeited the society of her own sex.”'’! When CB did admit that she
was a woman, speculation about her femininity and sexuality frequently threatened to obscure
her reputation as a genius. Various men of letters “found something titillating in the idea that

a single woman could have written a novel as passionate as Jane Eyre” or simply dismissed

% Bronté, “Biographical Notice”, 746.
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CB for being sex-starved.'®> William Makepeace Thackeray, for instance, might have admired
CB for her intellect and artistic talent but still opined after reading Villette:
poor little woman of genius! the fiery little eager brave tremulous homely-faced
creature! I can read a great deal of her life as I fancy in her book, and see that
rather than have fame, rather than any other earthly good or mayhap heavenly
one she wants some Tomkins or another to love her and be in love with.'”
To neutralise such slurs, CB adopted a number of—not always successful—tactics to cultivate
a reputation as a respectable “country spinster”.'®* After her death, however, CB became an

icon of Victorian domestic femininity through the interventions of her friend and fellow-

writer, Elizabeth Gaskell.

CB built the foundations of her own mythology during her lifetime, but she owes her
subsequent fame to Gaskell’s biography The Life of Charlotte Bronté (1857). In this
influential biography, Gaskell sought to neutralise the scandal surrounding Jane Eyre and its
now-deceased author by emphasising CB’s domesticity, modesty and femininity. With this
portrayal of CB, Gaskell hoped to “relaunch Currer Bell on the public stage as an
irreproachable martyr-heroine and, in the process, sanctify the image of the woman writer
more generally.”'” According to Miller, the “immediate effect of the Life on the public
imagination was to make Charlotte an icon of exemplary womanhood.”'°® When writing the
biography, then, Gaskell had two combined aims: assuage the rumour surrounding CB’s

passionate nature and protect her reputation as a genius.
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To achieve this goal, Gaskell’s depiction of her subject had to balance several competing
conceptualisations of the creative imagination within the Victorian era. Though Gaskell and
the Bront€ sisters alike were influenced by Romanticism, they also lived during a period that
was increasingly suspicious of this cultural legacy. Carol Bock points out that a number of
Victorian poets struggled with the Romantic view that their occupation “was, of necessity,
either completely isolated from the human community or wracked by a divided allegiance to
private vision and public duty.”'®” The distrust of Romanticism reflects the inchoate
professionalization of authorship during the period, '*® coupled with a greater concern with
creative professionals’ moral and social responsibilities.'” As Higgins notes, Romanticism
was responsible for the notion that the “aesthetic rule-breaking associated with genius was
reflected in the transgressive conduct of its possessors in private life.”''” As a result, many
Victorians rejected their Romantic predecessors’ belief that writing had “a secret, inexplicable

9111

origin enclosed in the mind of the poet.” " Rather, many Victorians held the opposing view

that writing “originates from the world that we all share: a world of books and book
publishers, and a world in which writers, like the rest of us, need to eat and sleep, look after

their children, and earn money to do these things.”''?

Whilst the private and individualistic

nature of the creative imagination prompted concern in male and female authors alike, these

anxieties were likely “exacerbated by social expectations that were particularly intense for
»113

women.” ~ We can see the effect upon CB who occasionally felt “profoundly guilty of her

deep need to create” and could be uncomfortable with the erotic or “licentious” nature of her
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imagination.''* Bock argues that because CB viewed poetic composition as the most suspect
form of creativity, she abandoned her ambitions to be a poet and focused upon becoming a
novelist to “achieve a less conflicted form of artistic identity”.'"> Though CB decided to
eschew the selfishness of being a poet, the solipsism of her creative imagination creates an

anxiety that runs throughout Gaskell’s biography.

When writing about CB’s creative process, Gaskell still felt the need to emphasise that the
author of Jane Eyre never allowed her desire to write to interfere with her feminine
responsibilities or domesticity. Throughout her biography, Gaskell aimed to “show how
orderly and fully [CB] accomplished her duties, even at those times when the ‘possession’
was upon her.”''® Gaskell relates that when CB was inspired, all of her “care was to discharge
her household and filial duties so as to obtain leisure to sit down and write out the incidents
and consequent thoughts, which were, in fact, more present to her mind at such times than her
actual life itself.”''” Immediately after this admission, Gaskell shares an anecdote about CB
“breaking off in the full flow of interest and inspiration in her writing” to take over the task of
preparing the potatoes for dinner from the unwitting blind family servant, Tabby.''® Such
incidents counterbalance the implications of CB’s creative imagination and keep her
womanliness intact. The biography’s preoccupation with CB’s femininity could be one
explanation for why Gaskell devotes limited attention to CB’s frequently professional interest
in the publishing market and process, which could have been construed as too masculine.'"”

At the same time, Gaskell’s decision to distance her from such matters may have been
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motivated by “a desire to preserve for Bronté the Romantic claim to ‘genius’, a category that

. 120
soars above material concerns.”

Even though Gaskell sought to defend CB’s femininity and domesticity, she still wanted to
demonstrate her subject’s genius to challenge “earlier, less fruitful nineteenth-century models
that saw literary genius and domesticity as oppositional.”'*' According to Linda Peterson, the
Romantic emphasis on genius “had been lost in early Victorian accounts of women’s

»122 11 one of

authorship, and Gaskell reclaims it strategically in The Life of Charlotte Bronté.

the Life’s most famous passages, Gaskell writes that growing fame means that
Charlotte Bronté’s existence becomes divided into two parallel currents—her
life as Currer Bell, the author; her life as Charlotte Bronté, the woman. There
were separate duties belonging to each character—not opposing each other; not
impossible, but difficult to be reconciled.'*

From Richard Salmon’s perspective, Gaskell represents CB as living a “twofold existence as

woman and author” and “readers are invited to observe the painful splitting of Bronté’s

subject position.”'**

In this interpretation, Gaskell takes a different approach from other
Victorian writers who argued that women’s authorship was an extension of their womanly

obligations or that their writing was enhanced by their gender.'>

Gaskell’s claim that CB’s life split into “parallel currents” introduces further complexity into
her gendering of the other woman author’s creative imagination and genius. By dividing CB
the woman from Currer Bell the author, furthermore, the biography implies that its subject’s

“doubleness retains the capacity to be resolved through sacrifice.”'*® As such, Gaskell
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exonerates CB of any unfeminine solipsism but she also emphasises the God-given nature of
literary genius, advancing that the woman writer “must not shrink from the extra
responsibility implied by the very fact of her possessing such talents. She must not hide her
gift in a napkin; it was meant for the use and service of others.”'*’ But if Gaskell insists upon
the femininity of CB’s literary service, she does not insist upon the femininity of CB’s
creative imagination. According to Peterson, “Gaskell presents Bronté&’s talent as something
distinct from her womanly character—not unfeminine or unwomanly, but ungendered, un-

sought, and God-given.” '*®

By representing the creative imagination as ‘“ungendered”,
Gaskell attempts to achieve one of CB’s major desires: for her literary reputation to be
evaluated without recourse to her femininity.'” For as CB related in the “Biographical
Notice”, she and her sisters decided to publish under male pseudonyms because they believed
that “authoresses are liable to be looked on with prejudice; we had noticed how critics
sometimes use for their chastisement the weapon of personality, and for their reward, a

flattery, which is not true praise.”"*°

If Gaskell and CB wished to defeminise CB’s creative imagination, second-wave feminist
literary critics sought to achieve the converse goal. In the next section of this Introduction, I
turn my attention to the literary critics who identified CB and other women writers’ creative
imaginations as specifically feminine. During this discussion, I will examine some of the
objections directed at second-wave feminist literary criticism to consider the effects of
twentieth-century theorists’ reconceptualisations of authorship, creativity and femininity

beyond the academy.
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Twentieth-Century Reconceptualisations of Feminine Creativity

In the 1970s and 1980s, the subject of women’s creativity and authorship was viewed as
“exciting, challenging and theoretically significant stuff.”"*! Influential second-wave critics
used the Brontés’ lives and art to theorise feminine literary aesthetics whilst positioning them
within a feminine literary tradition. Such a desire is unsurprising in light of the fact that for
many feminists “the need for women to claim cultural legitimacy through authorising
themselves in various ways is indisputable.”'** Critics such as Gilbert and Gubar focused
upon the Brontés and other women authors to advocate “a reclamation of women’s literary

133 .
”2°° But if one of second-wave

history and an exhortation to women to claim a voice.
feminism’s central projects was redefining literary genius to include women authors,

women’s creativity and writing have since become a “marginal topic in feminist theory

today” according to Toril Moi."**

We can attribute this change to a number of causes, including Roland Barthes’s essay “The
Death of the Author” (1967) and the rise of poststructuralism more generally. In his
influential essay, Barthes erroneously contends that “[c]lassic criticism has never paid any
attention to the reader; for it, the writer is the only person in literature.”*> On this basis, he
declares that “the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author.”'*® His

focus upon the text led him to postulate that writing “is that neutral, composite, oblique space
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where our subject slips away, the negative where all identity is lost, starting with the very
identity of the body writing.”">” As such, the author’s
only power is to mix writings, to counter the ones with the others, in such a way

as never to rest on any one of them. Did he wish “to express himself, he ought at

least to know that the inner ‘thing’ he thinks to ‘translate’ is itself only a ready-

formed dictionary”."*®

With his insistence on language, Barthes refutes the Romantic belief that writing is the
expression of an author’s individual genius. Consequently, “The Death of the Author” not
only reduces the author into “a text himself” but also ensures that “the writer’s dematerialised
‘self” was shorn of his romantic right to be the final referent or even a key witness of his

work, and the work itself was denied an idealised aesthetic transcendence.”'®

In the process,
“The Death of the Author” challenged not only previous conceptualisations of creativity but
also the foundations of liberal humanism by construing human subjects as ‘“now no more than

the intersection of the discourses that constructed them”.'*°

After the first English translation of his essay appeared in 1977, Barthes’s dictum quickly
became a “theoretical clich¢”'*' in the Anglophone academy but also contributed to a
“curious contradiction in intellectual history”.'** At the same time that poststructuralist
theorists were challenging the significance of the author and—by extension—the concept of
literary genius, second-wave feminist theorists were agitating for the rediscovery and

recognition of individual women writers and a feminine literary heritage. According to

Kaplan, feminist scholars in the 1980s struggled to reconcile their project with the fact that
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human identity itself was “on trial, accused of supporting an essentialised reference to a

biologically, psychologically and culturally fixed femininity.”'*’

Feminist and poststructuralist positions seemed further incompatible in the aftermath of Judith
Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990).'** Butler is a philosopher whose work deconstructs
traditional gender categories and ensures that “it became difficult to speak of ‘women’ except

.. 145
in inverted commas.”

Indicatively, the Editorial Statement for the inaugural issue of the
journal Contemporary Women’s Writing made clear that few “would now consider ‘woman’ a
self-evident category. We know too much about the differences between women, bolstered by
structural and personal inequalities; we are too conscious of the problems in claiming a
coherent identity”.'*® Because of this intellectual shift, second-wave feminist literary critics
have garnered significant criticism for their lack of theoretical sophistication. Moi posits that
the perception of second-wave feminism’s naivety means “the vanguard of feminist theory
shifted away from literature and literary criticism.”'*’ But as she also observes, an intellectual
climate of “schizophrenia” currently exists where “one half of the brain continues to read
woman writers, while the other continues to think that the author is dead, and that the very

word ‘woman’ is theoretically dodgy.”'**

Yet in spite of these theoretical challenges, contemporary literary criticism has not eschewed
the subject of women’s writing. Many feminists still perceive “a political duty to be interested
149

in women writers” even if they acknowledge the theoretical problems with their interest.

For example, Nancy K. Miller acknowledges the weakness of her position even as she argues
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for the necessity of literary critics who believe “that ‘we women’ must continue to work for
the woman who has been writing, because not to do so will reauthorize our oblivion”."*" The
concept of women’s writing gains further traction due to the fact that female authors have
achieved such legitimacy “only recently and tentatively and, even then, only within certain

95151

parts of the globe.

Similarly to literary critics working upon women’s writing, middlebrow culture exhibits the
desire to reflect upon feminine authorship and creativity, often from a politicised perspective.
In the second chapter, I will argue that fictionalising CB enables contemporary neo-Victorian
authors to consider the historical but also contemporary challenges faced by women writers in
patriarchal societies. In some cases, these works lend credence to Mary Eagleton’s
observation that “the figure of the woman author provides the living woman author with
opportunities to explore, to some extent at least, her own situation, her aspirations and
anxieties.”'** As a result, these writers often revive the concerns of second-wave feminists
such as the politics of representation or canon formation. This ongoing fascination with
women writers illustrates that Barthes’s essay did not staunch popular culture’s continued

curiosity about and interpretive investment in authors or their lives.

Likewise, adaptations (in various media) of the Brontés’ novels consistently nurture popular
or middlebrow culture’s fascination with the sisters’ authorship and feminine creativity. In the
third chapter, I shall propose that costume drama adaptations of Jane Eyre frequently plunder

the Brontés’ lives and iconography for inspiration. Similar borrowings occur in adaptations of
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other women writers’ novels and biopics of their lives.”® As Sonia Haiduc remarks, film and
television biopics reveal “an unremitting drive to place female literary icons under the lens—a
development in tune with the current voracious consumption of female celebrity across a

variety of media.”"**

These onscreen portrayals contribute to a wider “biographilia” that—in
conjunction with the influence of second-wave feminism—has “inspired fat new studies of
Victorian women writers”, including Juliet Barker’s The Brontés (1994) and Lyndall
Gordon’s Charlotte Bronté: A Passionate Life (1994)."> Such works suggest that, even after
“The Death of the Author”, middlebrow and popular culture remain interested in authors
whilst readers “crave, and seek, origins” for literary works.'>® For Judith Buchanan, this
continued popular interest in authorial lives “stems from a cultural—even, in its more extreme
expressions, quasi-mystical—compulsion to invest in heightened terms what an author/artist

is.”"" This fascination reflects the extent to which contemporary culture remains deeply

indebted to Romanticism’s conceptualisation of the creative imagination and genius.

In many respects, popular and middlebrow culture shares this interest with literary scholars
and critics. Even when “The Death of the Author” was at the height of intellectual fashion,
many historians and literary scholars retained a view of the author and the humanist subject as
“unified, self-conscious and in charge of its own destiny in an ideal world if not always in the

real one”."”® Since the heyday of poststructuralism, literary scholarship has demonstrated a
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lively and persistent interest in authorship and Romantic genius. Both of these concepts
received much consideration in the research and criticism that I drew upon in my earlier
discussion of Romanticism, the Brontés and Gaskell. We can still differentiate, however,
between scholarly or critical interest in and a wider cultural fascination with creative genius.
Scholars and critics identify myriad and shifting conceptualisations of authorship whilst
aiming to situate each one in their specific cultural, literary, social and economic contexts.
Higgins, for instance, explores the role of the literary magazine in constructing the archetype
of the Romantic genius. Meanwhile, Peterson tackles how nineteenth-century women writers
“articulated their role of authors, negotiated the material conditions of authorship, and
constructed myths of the woman author, often against the material realities”.'” Like Peterson
and Higgins, Salmon is interested in “early Victorian debates upon literary genius, labour and
professionalism” and examines “the generic forms of print culture through which the figure of
the modern professional author was first mediated.”'® What these scholars have in common
is that they do not treat the author or creative genius as transhistorical concepts and, thereby,
they avoid invoking the assumptions of liberal humanism. Yet the following chapters will
reveal that the middlebrow often resists interrogating authorship or creative genius as

culturally constructed entities. This investment reflects that Romantic genius is one of “the

most seductive and enduring models of literary authorship” in contemporary culture.'®'

Middlebrow and popular culture’s preoccupation with figures of “genius” and their “great
works” foregrounds another issue that arises throughout this thesis: canonicity and canon
formation. The cultural prominence of the Brontés and other similarly revered authors lends

support to Joe Grixti’s observation that the “belief that there is a canon of superior and lasting
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162 The continued

works is still very much alive in both popular and educated discourse.
significance of the canon suggests the need to reconsider or readjust the widespread view that
we are living in a postmodern era where the “blurring of cultural boundaries between high art
and low is manifest in all manner of cultural spheres”.'® As such, commentators often
perceive the impulse to construct cultural distinctions as now having disappeared. For
instance, Lawrence Napper observes that the terms of high-, middle- and lowbrow ‘“have
largely fallen out of use now, partly because the struggle over cultural value to which they

»184 1 turn to consider more

refer has largely been emulsified by the postmodern condition.
fully in the first chapter of this thesis whether postmodernism has dissolved cultural

distinctions and invalidated contemporary culture’s need for the concept of the middlebrow.

Outline of Thesis Chapters

The first chapter aims to demonstrate the relevance of the concept of the middlebrow for this
thesis’s analysis of contemporary engagements with the Brontés’ lives and literary
achievements. For initial insight into this matter, I will begin with a discussion of Jennifer
Vandever’s neo-Victorian novel, The Bronté Project (2005). According to Stoneman, The
Bronté Project with its “bright, sparky tone, its plot of romantic dilemmas and easy satire on
academia and Hollywood might belong to upmarket chick-lit, but it is nevertheless an
intelligent book”.'® Such an assessment suggests that the desire to evaluate and create
cultural taxonomies has not waned during the postmodern era. To support this proposition,
chapter one will consider the origins, different definitions and feminine associations of the

term “middlebrow”. T will also review existing research undertaken upon the middlebrow to

12 Joe Grixti, “Pop Goes the Canon: Consumer Culture and Artistic Value in Screen Adaptations of Literary

Classics”, European Journal of Cultural Studies 12, no. 4 (2009): 448.

193 Stephen Brown, Postmodern Marketing (London: Routledge, 1995), 74.

1% Lawrence Napper, “British Cinema and the Middlebrow”, in British Cinema, Past and Present, ed. Justine
Ashby and Andrew Higson (London: Routledge, 2000), 111.

165 Stoneman, “Sex, Crimes and Secrets”, 349.
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reflect on the approaches used in this thesis. Additionally, I want to explicate my decision to
position the neo-Victorian fiction and the BBC adaptations of the Brontés’ novels discussed

in this thesis within the cultural middlebrow.

Building upon the first chapter’s exploration of the contemporary middlebrow, the second
chapter will examine the constructions and representations of CB’s life, creative imagination
and literary works in three neo-Victorian novels. These novels are Sheila Kohler’s Becoming
Jane Eyre (2009), Justine Picardie’s novel Daphne (2008) and D.M. Thomas’s Charlotte
(2000). Throughout the chapter, I aim to illuminate the debt that contemporary middlebrow
culture and neo-Victorian fiction owe to second-wave feminist literary scholarship,
particularly The Madwoman in the Attic. As part of their mission, Gilbert and Gubar sought to
recover a secret feminine literary tradition and identify a feminine literary aesthetic. This
critical legacy has, in turn, influenced Becoming Jane Eyre, Daphne and Charlotte, which
offer insight into the middlebrow’s ongoing desire to reflect upon the Brontés and the
feminine creative imagination. Throughout my examination of these novels, I attempt to
elucidate the relationship between these contemporary novels and an earlier tradition of
middlebrow women’s writing. In the process, I hope to demonstrate the existence of a shared
middlebrow feminine aesthetic. At the same time, this inquiry will lead me not only to
consider the legacies of second-wave feminism but also to introduce the concept of

postfeminism.

Continuing to explore the relationship between Jane Eyre and postfeminism, the third chapter
compares the representation of the heroine’s feminine creative imagination in four costume
drama adaptations of Jane Eyre. These adaptations include: Jane Eyre (feature film, Franco

Zeftirelli, 1996); Jane Eyre (telefilm, ITV, 1997); Jane Eyre (television serial, BBC, 2006)
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and Jane Eyre (feature film, Cary Fukunaga, 2011). The purpose of this examination is to
investigate whether film and television costume drama adaptations of CB’s novel appeal to
feminine pleasures and construct a feminine aesthetic. To illuminate this issue, I focus upon
costume as a source of feminine pleasure. Such an analysis seeks to demonstrate how costume
contributes a complex range of meanings to the adaptations that have significant implications
for the representation of the heroines’ creative imaginations. Examining the portrayal of the
feminine creative imagination enables this chapter to consider how the separate productions
have engaged with not only the feminist reputation of CB’s novel but also how they reveal the
feminist possibilities of the genre. But I will also interrogate to what extent the recent Jane
Eyre adaptations recycle femininities from the past in ways that potentially construct a

postfeminist sensibility and mystique.

Whilst the second and third chapters examine the many cultural afterlives of CB and Jane
Eyre, the fourth chapter seeks to explain the relative anonymity of AB and obscurity of
Wildfell Hall. 1 aim to demonstrate that whilst AB and Wildfell Hall may not be as famous as
her sisters or their works, both have a place within the intertextual web of middlebrow
culture. The chapter will begin with a discussion of how the cultural mythology surrounding
AB developed, before outlining the ways in which AB’s creative imagination has been
conceptualised and distinguished from the imaginations of her more prominent sisters.
Thereafter, I will consider representations of the historical AB in middlebrow and neo-
Victorian fiction as well as the construction of the feminine creative imagination in Wildfell
Hall and in adaptations of Wildfell Hall. The adaptations discussed include The Tenant of
Wildfell Hall (television serial, BBC, 1968/9); The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (television serial,
BBC, 1996) and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (radio serial, BBC, 2011). For insight into AB

and Wildfell Hall’s cultural afterlives, I will consider the two screen costume drama
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adaptations of Wildfell Hall to investigate why this novel is so rarely adapted. This analysis
will lead to a close examination of the approaches used by the television adaptation in 1996
and the radio adaptation in 2011 to conceptualise the feminine creative imagination. As in the
earlier chapters, I consider the feminine aesthetics of AB’s work and costume drama
adaptations of her novel. This examination will enable an exploration of the conceptualisation
of AB’s creative imagination in relation to her evolving representation as an early and

politicised feminist within an increasingly postfeminist cultural context.

At the beginning of this Introduction, I pointed out that AB and CB had a similar investment
in but offered contrasting views of the feminine creative imagination in Jane Eyre and
Wildfell Hall. The differences between the two sisters and their novels indicate the complex
and wide-ranging implications of women’s artistry and desire for creative expression. Over
the course of this thesis, I hope to adumbrate how CB and AB’s engagement with their
heroine’s creativity continues to inspire middlebrow culture’s interest in the feminine creative

imagination. To develop this argument, the next chapter turns to consider The Bronté Project.
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Chapter 1

The Brontés and Middlebrow Culture

A comedic novel, Jennifer Vandever’s The Bronté Project (2005) satirises the way that the
canonical Brontés and their novels have been appropriated across the cultural spectrum. Much
of The Bronté Project’s parody derives from its portrayal of academia as a sphere where
common sense and the study of the literary canon have been displaced by vacuous scholarship
and pretentious theory. The heroine is Sara Frost, a PhD student researching CB’s letters. Sara
has become weary of the posturing of academia and fending off her PhD advisor’s suggestion
that she bring CB back into intellectual fashion by finding evidence of “some sexual abuse” in
the letters.' Sensing that her traditional, humanist approach is being edged out of the
academy, Sara accepts an invitation to develop a screenplay for a biopic about CB in Los
Angeles. Yet in Hollywood, Sara struggles to advise philistine studio executives who
complain that the “bitchy” CB’s life lacks the romance necessary to make a commercially
successful film. > Caught between the extremes of highbrow academia and lowbrow
Hollywood, she represents the only intelligent and dissenting voice not prepared to distort
CB’s life or novels for her own purposes. An emblem of various competing cultural anxieties,
Sara is the archetypal middlebrow reader. To illustrate my conceptualisation of the
middlebrow, this chapter will argue that Vandever’s novel can be situated within a longer

tradition of feminine middlebrow responses to the Brontés’ lives and work.

The aim of this chapter is to illuminate the continued applicability of the concept of the
“middlebrow” in a postmodern era. The Bronté Project is a useful example of a middlebrow

text that recognises the advent of postmodernism but ridicules the assumption that cultural

! Jennifer Vandever, The Bronté Project (London: Pocket, 2006), 6.
2Vandever, The Bronté Project, 201-2.
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distinctions have disappeared. As Sara negotiates contemporary academia, she encounters
various juxtapositions that bring t